Copyright
Linda C. Ceriello

April 2018






RICE UNIVERSITY

Metamodern Mysticism§:Narrative Encounters with Contemporary

Western Secular Spiritualities

by

Linda Ceniello

A THESIS SUBMITTED
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE
REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE

Doctor of Philosophy

APPROVED, THESIS COMMITTEE:

Jeffrey J. Kripal, Committee Chair
J. Newton Rayzor Professor, Department of
Religion

e

-~ )
Debosat Harter,\Comnjitte ber
Associate Professor; icaltand Byropean Studies

HOUSTON, TEXAS
April 2018



ProQuest Number: 27919280

All rights reserved

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS
The quality of this reproduction is dependent on the quality of the copy submitted.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,
a note will indicate the deletion.

ProQuest

ProQuest 27919280

Published by ProQuest LLC (2020). Copyright of the Dissertation is held by the Author.

All Rights Reserved.
This work is protected against unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code
Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.

ProQuest LLC
789 East Eisenhower Parkway
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, M1 48106 - 1346



ABSTRACT

Metamodern Mysticisms: Narrative Encounters with Contemporary
Western Secular Spiritualities
by

Linda C. Ceriello

The phenomenon of secular spirituality has grown increasingly visible in the
contemporary Western world in the past two decades. From oral or written narratives of
life-altering realizations that unchurched individuals describe using spiritual vernacular,
to the plethora of encounters with the supernatural and paranormal depicted in popular
culture, broad interest in and even comfort with mystical and non-ordinary experience is
found more than ever in contexts not considered traditionally religious. The spiritual but
not religious (SBNR) identity as a Western contemporary idiom in some sense curates
this secular-spiritual space in the current cultural landscape. This project seeks to ask
how, why now, and to what effect.

To do so, I examine the SBNR and popular cultural instances of lay spiritual encounters
that I am calling secondhand mysticism. Looking at how contemporary individuals
encounter the mystical and non-ordinary will help shed light on the phenomenon of
decontextualized, secular mystical experiences themselves, and will help consider new
frameworks for viewing some of the central debates within mysticism studies. These
types of encounters trouble the well-trodden perennialism-constructivism binary, and will
consequently be a rich inroad to illuminating the larger epistemic terrain that undergirds
the SBNR that I refer to as metamodernism.

This project seeks to add to two types of recent efforts that have forged new theoretical
bases for interdisciplinary scholarship in the twenty-first century: The first is the
scholarly engagement with mysticisms as a “gnostic” enterprise. I will explore the idea
that a gnostic scholarly perspective, one that neither negates nor endorses any
individual’s particular truth claims but instead generates third positions, has the
possibility of accessing, performing, and/or even, at its most extreme, producing a
secondhand mystical moment of “Aha!”

The second current interdisciplinary project is the theorizing of metamodernism. Previous
studies of the SBNR, of popular culture mysticism, and indeed of this gnostic position, I
will argue here, have yet to account for and situate the emergence of this secular-spiritual
sensibility within recent shifts in the contemporary Western cultural episteme (a term I
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borrow from the Foucauldian schema). Whereas the debate dominating mysticism studies
that has for decades hinged on a central bifurcation pitting universalism against
contextualism is, arguably, the product of modern and postmodern views colliding, I will
take the position that the SBNR and the gnostic approach to viewing secular mystical
phenomena are something else. That something else, I assert here, is the product and/or
producer of a so-called metamodern shift, in which the Western cultural frame enacts a
kind of collective emergence out from under the thumb of hyper-relativization and irony,
among other postmodern ideas.

Metamodernism factors into my study of secondhand mysticisms as a theoretical tool in
three senses: as an instrument of historical contextualization or periodization; as an
emerging narrative container in the figuring of the SBNR that gives contour to the secular
and spiritual bridges and to the Western encounter with “the East”; and as a way of
accounting for specific types of content that secular popular culture brings to the
exploration of mysticisms.

To examine the theoretical work metamodernism can do, I first locate the SBNR in
currents of American spiritualities by identifying some of its major narratives as
metamodern. I illustrate the intersection of these in chapters two and four by looking at
instances of Neo-Advaita Vedanta spirituality as performed through the figure of Russell
Brand and other contemporary expositors. In chapter three, I use popular culture
depictions of monsters such as those in Joss Whedon’s cult television show, Buffy the
Vampire Slayer, to show how metamodern monsters have shifted narratives of the
monstrous Other in a manner that highlights social shifts toward pluralism and
inclusivism. Other ethical considerations related to this post-postmodern epistemic shift
will be discussed in chapter five. There I also continue to make my case for the efficacy
of theorization of a new episteme—in simple terms, to say why and when the signifier
postmodernism needs replacing and what doing so will accomplish for the academic
study of religion.

Each chapter includes analysis of different types of mystical narratives: In chapter two,
an anonymous account from a contemporary “ordinary mystic”, in chapter three, those of
fictional television characters, and in chapter four, from a highly visible celebrity—each
for how they convey personal transformation and understanding of the secular-spiritual
qualities such as I identify here and also for how they illuminate a metamodern immanent
soteriology, giving transformational power to the viewer/reader, who becomes, in effect,
a secondhand mystic.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The mystic has nothing else to say under the blow that both wounds and delights. ... There the

unbelievable and the obvious collide.

—Michel de Certeau

The greatest spiritual experiences do not produce insignificant words.

—Pierre-Francois de Béthune

My two epigraphs represent two views on mystical experience that are, each one,
eminently accurate while also seeming contradictory. The one suggests that there is nothing that
can be said about the mind-blowing ineffability of mystical experience. Mystics throughout the
ages have said and have “unsaid” as much. The other reminds us that the words used to describe
mystical experience are often discursive phenomena that carry astonishing transformative power

of their own. This project has found itself, from the beginning, hovering in the spaces in between



these two positions—positions that both hold separate and also bridge the dichotomy they
represent.

I will be addressing narrative encounters with contemporary mysticisms and the manner
in which scholars and audience members—readers, viewers, listeners, fans—make sense of
them. The thesis here is that contemporary Western subjects who are both spiritually and
secularly aligned, those for example who consider themselves spiritual but not religious
(SBNR)—may be equipped differently than were previous generations to understand the aporias
of the mystics, and the ramifications for them of that understanding. I ask how and why this is
so, and what the effects may be for scholars of mysticism and religion, and for society at large.
To do so, I examine the narrativizing of mystical and non-ordinary experience in the context of a
structure of epistemes, hoping to illuminate cultural shifts taking place literally as I write, and
that I consider a post-postmodern development that aligns with what some scholars have begun

to call metamodernism.

1.1. Research Questions and Aims

The broad set of questions that initiated this study is as follows: How has contemporary
scholarship most effectively engaged accounts of mystical experience, and how has it come up
short? How can we understand mystical narratives and insights in a manner that neither
endorses nor refutes their truth claims—that hinges neither on essentialized/universalized nor on

hardline constructivist ontologies—yet accounts for the way these narratives, radically speaking,



possibly even reproduce, perform or generate the transformative potential of the narrative
encounter! with such insights?

I set out purposely asking quite a lot of the mystical narratives I engaged, and of
scholarship’s capacity to engage them, as I wanted to explore what their boundaries may be.

The spirit behind pursuing this set of questions starts with a wish to address the contemporary
mysticism scholar’s conundrum: that we cannot simply refer to the mystic’s reality as a universal
reality, and, inasmuch as we cannot crawl into her/his head to know whether and what
“happened,” we cannot make any endorsements or judgments as to the content of the mystic’s
realizations. Yet we should not be willing to dismiss or deconstruct away the mystic’s
experiences for this reason—or for any reason, actually. I feel a kind of scholar’s Hippocratic
Oath is in order when it comes to the engaging of the personal, life-altering experiences as those
that define the mystical encounter: a need to be aware when our intellectual efforts may do harm
to the claimant or subject, an obligation to operate in good faith with respect to the integrity of
the narrative.

I have therefore tried to devise a contextualization with the intent to illuminate the
questions I raise above, and then go a step further. If [ am successful, this contextualization will
show how a reader or viewer of such a narrative may enter into a certain level of participation in
the gestalt the mystic describes. Because this participation is itself potentially transformative, I

am calling it secondhand mysticism.

' Narrative encounter is a phrase used by Gadamer in a pedagogical sense to describe how learning takes
place through story. Understanding, according to Gadamer, is always a fusion of horizons. Though I don’t
engage Gademer here specifically, I think it is appropriate to extrapolate this usage if it helps in
considering the mystical narrative and the reader encountering it as a fusing of horizons. See Goodson
and Gill, “The Nature of Narrative Encounter.”



I hope that at minimum this exploration will make possible a good-faith meeting between
the fluid, multivectored logics of the mystic with the multivectored approach I take. That is, I
wish to show that such a contextualization allows for, and also depends to some extent upon,
making (and un-making) sense of mystical narratives from multiple directions.? In many ways
that I will discuss, the secular and the spiritual belong in conversation when it comes to the study
of mysticism and spiritual experience. As Paul Heelas writes, the languages and experiences of
spirituality “serve as a vehicle for critical reflection,” while humanistic “secular” usage “[enters]
the picture by affirming non-materialist experiences.” This dissertation, then, hosts a kind of
interreligious dialogue between the secular and the spiritual.

An epistemic contextualization of metamodernism is one important frame for this
conversation. It will address how mystical transformations are increasingly viewed less as a
means of transcending this-worldly existence and more as products, and enrichers, of an
embodied and immanent life, in terms of the meanings made, the identity issues they present, the
ethical conundrums they engage, and other this-worldly concerns that I will discuss. Confronting
this paradox inherent in contemporary secular spiritualities at very least assists in giving shrift to
religious or spiritual certainties and truth claims in the dominant secular culture.

The line of questioning I refer to above as my starting point is not original to me. In fact,
it comes basically as a synthesis of what I have learned from the scholars and mystics, and
mystic-scholars, upon whose work I build my theory of the secular-spiritual’s hermeneutical
both/and mechanism. I also build from scholars of Asian traditions who have actively explored

the foothold that Buddhism and Hinduism have gained in the West. These histories establish the

? Un-making and un-saying are references to the apophatic mystics.
3 Heelas, Spiritualities of Life, 231.



opportunity for forwarding more ongoing interreligious dialogue between the soteriological

paradigms of the “East” and “West.”

1.2. The Conceptual Backdrop: History of Religions and Other Influences

My secular-spiritual approach is one that has been conceived and well-written by the
lineages that define the History of Religions school of comparativism, as well as by those
mystics and minds who have formed these scholars’ subject matter. Those who are both mystic
and scholar have been highly influential and inspirational in my effort to find such a voice of my
own in this respect. Those who have explored the mysterious consciousness shifts that become
available in the attempt to narrate the ineffable—or as I am calling it here, the secondhand
encounter with such attempt—include Henry Corbin, Mircea Eliade, Wendy Doniger, Jeffrey
Kripal, Elliot Wolfson, Gananath Obeyesekere, Amy Hollywood, Michael Sells, and Jorge
Ferrer. These pioneering minds, whether explicitly cited here or not, are among the conceptual
forces behind this exploration.

Another set of figures outside the History of Religions school have also influenced this
topic: those who have troubled the distinction between mystical transformation and the discourse
used to express it sometimes in advance of (or sometimes in lieu of) considering them as separate
domains, and who have argued for and/or written with alternative discursive forms themselves to
demonstrate. These include Georges Bataille, Helene Cixous, Rainer Maria Rilke, Luce Irigaray,

and the medieval apophatic mystic Angela of Foligno.* Bataille’s inventiveness in crossing the

* The language of the female Christian mystics tended to be less apophatic than their male counterparts,
and was more likely to declare a discursive “allness” next to the apophatic “not this.” Angela of Foligno
is arguably an exception.



boundaries of the limits of language to convey the mystic’s excesses are hugely relevant to
secondhand mysticism (and to metamodernism, which I hope to show in a future piece). Cixous’s
discursive innovations were the topic of my undergraduate thesis, along with Rilke, who created
poetry in the voice of a mystic or rendered mystical thoughts in the voice of a poet. Irigaray
helped me understand the language of contradictions and the genderings in the mystics’
expressions. Angela of Foligno unapologetically raved as she expounded, at times while in the
throes of her mystical encounters; and when her scribe was too thick to understand these
excesses, she simply screamed the impossibility of expressing her visions. Each did not have
equal access to the variety of categories of discourse such that they would or could have
performed the kinds negotiations that the contemporary scholars I mention here have done. But,
in their apophatics and poetic discourses, subverting phallogocentrisims and other static
significations,’ they widened the way to understanding of expressions of the mystical “Aha!”—at

least for this writer.

1.2.1. Symbolic Flexibility

Working with this material has been helped by my exposure to Obeyesekere’s
psychoanalytic anthropology as elucidated in Medusa’s Hair and The Work of Culture. These
texts contain several ideas that I regard as important to the study of accounts of mystical
experiences, miracles, magic, and other impossibilities. Obeyesekere uncovered the importance

of individual symbols as pertains to anthropology—a field which, he wrote, has assigned

> See Hollywood, Sensible Ecstasy. Hollywood has written that Irigaray’s theorizations on the feminine
imaginary mimic mystical modes of writing that subvert the “phallic economy of Western culture” (118),
giving rise to her term phallogocentrism; and that the writings of Cixous defend the “art” of the hysterical
expressions of the mystics (4).



meaning to just about every corner of life but for the glaring exception of the individual’s private
life of the unconscious. Obeyesekere’s work is theoretically anchored in a conviction that the
combined strengths of the psychoanalytic and anthropological codes can function to right the
hermeneutic ship when it lists under the reductive tendencies of the disciplines in isolation.

His most substantial move for my purpose here is to show that the ways that societies
utilize religious symbols are by no means equivalent. His example of a symbolically very
“flexible” and rich society (society is the word he prefers, as opposed to culture) is Hindu India,
where symbols are abundantly in use in almost every aspect of life. There is, then, one might say,
a very expansive symbolic infrastructure for understanding and explaining the behaviors of
mystics. The opposite would be said of the West, as a society that has no such myth models, in
his parlance. Such a society has no choice but to come up with psychological/pathologizing
readings of a mystic’s behavior. A society with a normativized culture of mysticism (my phrase)
would be one with a “shared idiom” of transformation and perhaps transcendence, that would put
the often-inexplicable behaviors of mystics, shamans, and other kinds of seers and visionaries
into a more normativized context.

My early thinking on the social and cultural normativity, or lack thereof, of experiences
of mystical and non-ordinary realities was the result of encountering Obeyesekere’s work on
symbolic flexibility. His ideas helped me think beyond the rather obvious notion of “mystical
experience” being treated differently in different contexts and how to move beyond
generalizations in accounting for that fact. In other words, it is clear to anyone who studies the
mystics and their narratives comparatively that several of the key constructs one must invoke

perform quite differently in different contexts. I put the phrase in quotations here to signal my

® Obeyesekere, Medusa’s Hair, 100-104.



adoption of Obeyesekere’s suggestion that in a general sense all instances of terms mystic and
mystical and mysticism should be read as if quotation marks surround them.” That is, one really
should not say “mystical” or even “non-ordinary” or “experience” (as I do here, plenty, for
brevity’s sake) without plurals and other qualifiers. This is a point the constructionists make
vociferously. Obeyesekere is especially able to answer their morcellation of such terms in a
manner that avoids the potential of negating the veracity of truth claims or experiences in the
process. Better than avoiding their negation, it seems to me that his interdisciplinary approach
makes it possible to use a constructed but also contextualized Real as its own legitimate site from

which to explore various means of theoretically framing them.

1.2.2. Narrative Defiance

As Certeau writes, the mystical drifts between extremes: “In one of its aspects, it is on the
side of the abnormal. A rhetoric of the strange; in the other, it is on the side of an ‘essential’ that
its whole discourse announces without being able to express. The literature placed under the sign
of mysticism is very prolific, often even confused and verbose. But it is so in order to speak of
what can be neither said nor known.”®

Mystical languaging is intended to interrogate the very discourse about it. It is meant to
exceed its own capacity. It has to, or else it fails to come near to its subject. Years ago, musing
about how this crazy conundrum creates a kind of crack in the system, I wrote that in order for
language and narrative to be a vehicle to explore the ineffable, the narrative has to defy itself, or

at least try. It has to contest ordinary reality. One thinks of Bataille’s limit experience—the idea

" Obeyesekere, The Awakened Ones, Xv.
8 Certeau, “Mysticism,” 16.



of an experience that breaks the boundaries of ordinary or predeterminable knowing through
defamiliarization, or what he called non-knowledge.

One manner of narratively broaching this impossibility I discuss here is voicing of the
“autonomy” or agency of the mystical experience itself (which I assert it by definition contains,
based upon three of William James’s widely accepted terms defining mystical experience:
ineffability, noesis, and passivity”). A kind of widening of the subject/object parameters
characterizes much mystical language, including language employed by Jeffrey Kripal in Roads
of Excess, Palaces of Wisdom, in which he describes a very non-ordinary night encountering Kali
in Calcutta. Kripal writes of how his vision “clearly understood itself” as an ascension to a super-
conscious level and that “the vision wanted to claim” the ontological priority of mystical
consciousness.!? Certeau also writes of mystical accounts: “No one can say, ‘It is my truth’ or ‘It
is me.” The event imposes itself.”!! This kind of usage grants the vision itself agency to act upon
the self, which, to my way of thinking, is truer to the mystic’s reality of being taken over by the
encounter itself. This language shows the self surrendering its ability to guide, steer, or even
necessarily fully understand itself as an agent with something happening to it (self, in that case,
standing for whatever the reflexive capacity might be called). There is still action, though causal
directionality is inverted: there is a moving aside of self via the volitional component of
surrender—passivity as an action, if you will. It is performable in language by the subject and the
object seeming to have either inverted or to have merged.

Michael Sells writes about apophatic language as having a similar kind of agency when

he says that it attempts to evoke something in the reader—“an event that is—in its movement

? See James, Varieties of Religious Experience.
10 Kripal Roads of Excess, Palaces of Wisdom, 251.
! Certeau, “Mysticism,” 18.
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beyond structures of self and other, subject and object—structurally analogous to the event of
mystical union.”!? He gives the language itself agency to make an ontological move. In this
sense, apophasis factors into my study as it has a performative quality.

In chapter two I will comment on the apophatic monikers of some contemporary
spiritualities. This idea of widening the parameters and the causal order of the subject and object
will also be seen in chapter three, when I discuss how metamodern monsters are given agency
that was heretofore unavailable to them as symbolic of forces to be countered. They are now also

subjects as opposed to only objects.

1.2.3. Meaning Event

I was inspired in my treatment of the potential power of the paradox inherent in mystical
narratives to transmit, perform, or in some way share the mystic’s aporia by Sells’s concept of
meaning event. This is a term he coined for “that moment when the meaning [of a text] has
become identical or fused with the act of predication. In metaphysical terms, essence is identical
with existence, but such identity is not only asserted, it is performed.”'3 In his book Mystical
Languages of Unsaying, there is a sentence that has been behind my exploration of this topic
acting as a continued koan: “The meaning event is the semantic analogue to the experience of
mystical union.” Sells reads the mystical writings of Plotinus, Eriugena, Ibn ‘Arabi, Marguerite
Porete, and Meister Eckhart and attempts to identify the semantic location, the moment, when a
text acts as a meaning event. I read Sells reading these texts and find that these several levels of

“meta” act like a meaning event on me, undoing unilinear logics and causalities.

12 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, 10.
13 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, 9, italics mine.
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Sells’s entire passage reads as follows: “The meaning event is the semantic analogue to
the experience of mystical union. It does not describe or refer to mystical union but effects a
semantic union that re-creates or imitates the mystical union.”'* This riveting claim anchors my
understanding of textual transmission as potentially both contextual and universal. Furthermore,
it suggests accessibility to mystical experience for anyone who can read the language, regardless

of home tradition or lack thereof.!?

1.3. Tricky Terminology and Other Symbols

Because no one methodology defines the field of religious studies, definitions of
fundamental terms such as religion/religious, spiritual/spirituality, and mystic/mystical/mysticism
are floating signifiers used in different ways depending on the context. Therefore, I will make a

few notes here and provide provisional definitions from which to launch my inquiry.

1.3.1. Defining Mystic/Mystical

My definition of the experiences of secular as well as religious/spiritual individuals as
mystical is based on one basic criterion: that the individual has had a noetic experience of the
nature of reality that destabilizes her previous structures of identity and meaning. I define a
mystic as someone who purports to have had such, and in her own perception is susceptible to

radically de-centering, life-altering visions or realizations. I point this out to clarify the stance

' Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, 9.

15 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, 9. Sells maintains that mystical realization “entails a complete
psychological, epistemological, and ontological transformation” however, and I agree that this definition
should be maintained. It is not clear whether he is indicating that the meaning event is or is not to be
considered a watered-down version of such by virtue of being a “semantic occurrence” (9).
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upon which I build my approach, not to suggest that such a cursory definition by itself is
adequate.

It may seem as though I use the terms mystical, non-ordinary and “big AHA!” as
interchangeable terms for such de-centering, life-altering events. This is not the case, although
the differences may appear subtle. The latter two terms I generally employ when the context of
the mystical encounter is the focus and is very specifically secular. At other times, when mystical
is employed in a secular context, such as in chapter three when I discuss Buffy and Willow’s
mystical moments, I mean to use the word mystical to convey the sense in which the realization
itself has a “mystical quality” (as evident for example, by the aforementioned Jamesian qualities
that I also uphold as central to the definition of mystical experience), while the event itself might
be referred to generically, secularly, as non-ordinary.

A major piece of that scaffolding upon which I build here, then, is viewing the mystical
narrative as a disruption of notions of a stable reality, of temporality, and/or of the concept of
self. That is, one chief way the mystical text performs, or creates a space for, the apprehension of
a mystical reality is to destabilize any notions of a single, static, or ordinary reality. In the
aftermath of an encounter, when narrativizing takes place, the mystic grapples with a shattered
conception of the nature of reality and the ensuing rearrangement (or total dissolution) of the
self-concept. These I assume to be common components of mysticisms inasmuch as a mystical
event, if it is anything, is marked by a breakdown of these fundamental meaning structures.

In doing so, the mystic doesn’t just deal with destabilization and problems of meaning
but in a sense becomes a problem of meaning; she is, ontologically, the dissolution, and is
reconfigured by it. The mystic symbolizing such destabilization, her culture—her “readers”—

will then either pathologize or embrace the account of her noesis (and there may be a hundred
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points on a continuum between these two poles) and thereby shape the narrative, the very
biography, of the mystic.

On the history and relationships of the terms mysticism, mystical, mystic, spiritual, and
spirituality: Bernard McGinn traces the term spirituality to biblical times, when it essentially
stood for the life force animating a Christian, until the sixteenth century, when it began to be
used to signify an interiority, or inner sense, closer to current usage.'® Mysticism enters as a noun,
as something isolated from the public, something hidden, only in the early seventeenth century,
according to Certeau. Beforehand the adjectival mystical was available and “could be assigned to
all types of knowledge or objects in a still religious world.”'” Now a division, a “mode of
experience” circumscribed the extraordinary and the ordinary.!® “What was new was not
mystical life—since this undoubtedly had been initiated in the very beginnings of religious
history—but its isolation and objectification in the eyes of those who began to be unable to
participate or believe in the principles upon which it was established. Including becoming a
specialty, mysticism found itself limited to the margins of the sector of the observable.”"”

In 1768, McGinn catches the use of the terms mysticism and spirituality as synonymous.
Then, from the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries, he writes, the term spirituality, having been
elided foo closely with the later, much-maligned term mysticism, fell out of use for a time. At that
historical juncture, mystical was also used pejoratively.2’

Certeau writes that in the nineteenth century, mysticism was pathologized:

' McGinn, “The Letter and the Spirit,” 26-29.
17 Certeau, “Mysticism,” 13.
'8 Certeau, “Mysticism,” 14.
¥ Certeau, “Mysticism,” 14.
2 McGinn, “The Letter and the Spirit,” 26-29.
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Bound to its corporeal language, mysticism borders on or overlaps the pathological—all
the more since the “extraordinary” character of mystical perception was increasingly
expressed in the nineteenth century by the “abnormality” of psychosomatic phenomena.
In this way, mysticism entered the psychiatric hospital and the ethnographic museum of
the marvelous.?!

In other words, he writes, for three centuries the “optic” by which mysticism would be

(113

viewed was the “‘modern” Western society.”?? Its psychologization and biologization of course
continue. But these no longer constitute the only nontheological perspectives available, as I will
discuss. My typology of metamodern monsters in chapter three will reflect and expand on this
epistemic point.

McGinn expresses the reception a bit differently: mysticism had regained favor by the
mid-nineteenth century, having even become an encyclopedia entry, as the Transcendentalists
took up the topic of “the question of the mystics” (1830s) and Bronson Alcott started his short-
lived Mystics Club later that century. By about 1840, under the influence of Margaret Fuller, he
writes that “mysticism lost its history”—meaning that its early uses as part of a total matrix along
with liturgy and scripture, or as referring to monastics, for example, were a thing of the forgotten
past.?

Mysticism was now a popularized term. As we know, since the early twentieth century,
spirituality has often been vaguely elided with mysticism; and mystical experience or spiritual

experience might be talked about in a general sense without differentiation. To be clear, though,

scholarly works around the constructivist-essentialist debates of the1970s spoke only of

2! Certeau, “Mysticism” 15-16.
22 Certeau, “Mysticism, 14.
2 McGinn, “The Letter and the Spirit,” 26-29.
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mysticism. At that point few were seeing fit to argue about spirituality. And since the academy
(outside the field of theology) has until relatively recently given scant attention to spirituality as
a component separated from religion, it has had to respond to popular usages to not only
resurrect spirituality for common usage but to inflect it as something other than religion—
something now largely regarded by such groups as the SBNR as more authentic, more personal,
and often, preferable to anything religion has to offer, as I will discuss.

Certeau writes that mystical language is a social language, by which I believe he means
that social reality makes the extraordinary accessible. When he writes about the historical
determination of Western analyses having a “determining role in the definition, the experience,
and the analysis of mysticism,” he is talking epistemically about the often-hidden influences of
what I call the cultural containing myth of the West—the one that has determined that “what
becomes mystical is that which diverges from normal or ordinary paths; that which is ... on the
margins of an increasingly secularized society.” Certeau penned these ideas in the 1960s. His
idea here will provide a kind of beginning to understand the relationship of the intensely personal
mystical encounter and the ramifications of its inevitable social framing. I refer to the bifurcation

of the secular and mystical, the divergent and the ordinary.

1.3.2. Troublesome Binaries: The Ordinary, Non-ordinary, East and West

The term ordinary and other connotations of the normative are of course problematic in
their presumed transhistoricity. Yet, in studies of mysticism, we have to be able to refer to states
of consciousness that are set apart as not ordinarily experienced, special, and sometimes marked

as sacred. Hence the efficacy of the term non-ordinary.>* But that, too, is problematic. Claire

41 first heard this term used by Stanislav Grof in reference to states of consciousness he was observing in
his research on LSD and on holotropic breathwork as entheogenic-state-inducing practices. Speaking of
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Villarreal’s research on Buddhist emptiness states reveals the important point that what is
considered non-ordinary to an advanced religious practitioner would mean something quite
different to the rest of us. “Buddhist yogis might argue that visionary experiences reveal a level
of reality closer to the way things really are and that a direct experience of emptiness is the most
‘ordinary’ state of mind possible.”? T utilize the term non-ordinary in certain cases to replace the
term mystical if I mean to indicate a more specifically secular context. These examples of lack of
equivalence when using such terms in different contexts should be presumed in all “East/West”
scholarship—a usage I consider next.

It is now accepted that speaking of the East has an orientalizing tinge to it, which we now
avoid by using the term Asian. Even as another potentially problematic set of presumptions
comes with such a grouping, it is the best we have so far in the latter half of the 2000-teens. The
also problematically loaded terms the West or Western somehow slide by and continue as
acceptable usage, however, even in our supposedly postcolonial age. We are still learning
Foucault’s lessons about the connections of language, the production of knowledge, and the
exercise of power, apparently. Protecting the West and Western civilization, scholarship, and
viewpoints is seen as reasonable (since no longer in binary opposition to the East?) but
nevertheless should be interrogated as a form of othering. However, since it is still the custom in
current scholarship, I use it here—wincingly, but nonetheless—in the expected set of ways: as a
shorthand for contemporary, for modernized, or for “the developed world”—all admittedly

problematic conceptions themselves.

the non-ordinary clearly allowed him to talk about his research without using the term mystical or any
other term that has religious connotations. See, for example, Grof, The Ultimate Journey.
2 Villarreal, “To Know a Buddha,” 30n14.



17

That we scholars who laud the developments—spiritual and otherwise—of Asian
countries and cultures yet still tacitly juxtapose Asian against Western is both unfortunate and
something I cannot hope to rectify in this current work. Nor, however, do I prefer to take the easy
way out and say that such languaging difficulties inherent in covering contemporary Asian-
influenced spiritualities are simply unavoidable. But here I can merely call out the elephant in the
room. However aware | may be that the material I present is grounded in Western borrowings of
material from Asian religious and spiritual traditions, their utilizations molding and blending
with Western conceptualizations as well as Judeo-Christian-informed soteriologies, I have to
acknowledge that these Asian traditions, having already been put through the sieve of Western
appropriative tendencies many times over, are to receive another such treatment here.

The term experience similarly extends page counts for scholars, as we must explain what
we do and do not mean by it. All of these terms are as indispensable as they are problematic.
Navigating these linguistic conundrums requires, as Kripal has pointed out, a cross-cultural grasp
of the many forms of mystical experience and the contours of the debates that surround such
claims, and a critical, first-person, self-reflexive analysis.?® Untangling the synchronic uses in
more casual treatments (such as I deal with in chapter one on the New Age’s influence on the
SBNR) would consume a fair amount of the scholar of comparative mysticism’s energy.

Generally, individual experience is acknowledged as a different concept when viewed
from inside the Western containing myth that harbors a stronger concept of “individual” than

when it is found in the Asian cultures and traditions under discussion here (especially prior to

%6 Kripal, Roads of Excess, 4.
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their own modernities).2” More will be said about the term and usage of experience in chapters
four and five.

As a final word on the topic of the problematic and necessary terms in use here, I will
point out that I make narrativizations of mystical accounts, rather than the mystical experiences
themselves (whatever qualia that may refer to), an explicit topic here. This is by way of being
clear about two things: one, my own view that the experiences themselves are not available as
such—we are virtually always working with narrative interpretations; and two, no generalized
grouping of meanings of mystical experiences or Asian traditions can erase the theoretical
challenges inherent in working with these appropriations. In other words, especially in this area
of study, there is no area of mysticism studies reducible to one interpretation. On the contrary, I
hope and expect that my work will convey an insistence on continued metacritical examination
and that the historical genealogies and groupings that I point to are presumed to require
continued reexamination. Finally, I hope that my enormous respect for the Vedantic and Buddhist
traditions to which I make mention comes through as I pursue what I intend as fruitful lines of

questioning for all concerned.

27 See Sharf, “Experience” in Taylor, ed., Critical Terms for Religious Studies, and Klein, Meeting the
Great Bliss Queen. Klein writes about the consequence of the inflecting of individual for contemplative
practices: “[Plersons formed by a culture like Tibet that does not localize feelings within the bodily
boundaries, that finds life a ubiquitous expression of the cosmos, rather than localized only within visible
beings, are less likely to become alienated from their own personal histories in meditative practice” (193—
194).
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1.4. What the Project Called For, and What Was Left Behind

Let me point out at the outset a few ways that this dissertation may be unusual. One is
that it is as much about the approach, about inquiring into the methodological and theoretical
stances taken toward such a subject as mystical narrativizations and the possible secondhand
effects on their audience, as it is about the subjects I have chosen to elucidate my points. If it
feels methodologically top-heavy, this is by design. Here, the method is 50 percent of the topic.

Moreover, dissertations are usually occasions to atomize. It would have been expected for
me to approach secondhand mystical narratives by homing in on one aspect, one type, or one
demographic within a specific tradition or one narrative theory. However, because the actual hub
here is a new epistemic stance, one that contextualizes other theoretical stances and material, |
felt the need to approach this differently. It seemed that an introduction to the utilization of
metamodern theory for religious studies, addressing the topic from several angles toward a
broader overview, was what was called for. I took the approach of setting up several platforms
from which to ask some of the broad questions rather than attempting to answer from one
platform a more succinctly drawn question. It seemed necessary to provide a number of
examples to help show the how and the why of this cultural sensibility and further suggest ways
to relate this new conception of the post-postmodern to contemporary spiritualities. Because this
becomes in effect more of a quick “flyby” through a vast region than an afternoon spent
hunkered down in one cafe, there will necessarily be much left unexplored.

Also, as with any worthy topic, the subtopics here that would help in fleshing it out
seemed innumerable. For example, in terms of the epistemic shift and its ramifications, the
growing literature of post-postmodernism and the theoretical material to support such moves

receive brief treatment in each of the chapters, but the discussion necessarily leaves aside much
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of that vast literature. The debates on Western secularism, secularity, or postsecularism that
would help center my concept of secular spirituality are another example of a topic attended to
only elliptically here. I avoid entering into those debates, preferring to call attention to secular
and spiritual views and cultural dynamics that are combinatory and oscillative as against a
qualitative determination of the dominance of any single dynamic or trend, such as terms like
postsecular or resacralization connote. At any historical moment such trends in the
contemporary West may be more or less appropriate in specific contexts; this is indeed part of
the larger point I am making about the efficacy of metamodern theory and oscillative tendencies.
And there are, of course, much lengthier histories on the usages of the terms mysticism and
spirituality that rightly undergird my conceptualizations but are acknowledged only in truncated
forms here. There are bodies of study on fan cultures, audience studies, and other popular culture
theorizations that all by rights have a place within these pages. These are some of the many topic
areas this dissertation had to be stopped from pursuing lest it become encyclopedic. A few others

now deserve further comment.

1.4.1. My Initial Project—Accidental Mysticism

Originally, I sought to take on mystical experience as narrativized but also as
experienced, specifically by people who did not think of themselves as seekers. I called them
accidental mystics. | wanted subjects for whom the answers came before the questions. My own
theories as to what happens between the experience qua experience, and the thing reported upon,
and the qualia as narrated, would have a chance to be explicated via analysis of the accounts of

these subjects who, I theorized, would be the most “clean” of religious or spiritual motives, and
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if so, would be able to address the contextualist’s argument that mystical visions come as a result
of a preconditioned mind.

This supposition has long bothered me, since I, and others I personally knew, experienced
visions or realizations seemingly “out of nowhere” and not as related to any prefigured religious
ideology, ideation, or upbringing. It was, in my own empirical findings, patently untrue that, as
scholars like Stephen Katz assert, a Christian’s mind, being predisposed, will only have visions
of Christian figures, and a Hindu’s visions will always orient around the Hindu pantheon, to
oversimplify an admittedly more nuanced position.?® Sells, writing in 1994 (still in the wake of
Katzian constructivism), takes what seems to me a smart middle-ground position that “while the
meaning event’s significance will be different for the practicing mystic of a particular tradition
than for readers who do not practice or confess a particular tradition ... it can occur to readers
within and without a particular religious community.”?® So, again, one need not be a Christian
reading Christian texts or of another specific religious identity reading the texts associated with
that tradition to get the semantic analog version of mystical gnosis. This very intriguing
declaration deserves further study, especially given my extension of mystical texts to popular
culture.

In pursuit of this accidental mystical experience, I read hundreds of firsthand accounts of
mystical, supernatural and non-ordinary experiences. Many of these were found in the database
in the Archive of the Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre (RERC), at University

of Wales Trinity Saint David, Lampeter, UK. Others came from personal interviews with

28 See Paul Marshall who theorizes the category extrovertive mystical experiences as those which “often
occur outside any clear tradition of teaching and practice, in non-religious contexts, and to persons who
had no idea that there were such experiences. It is therefore by no means obvious that the experiences are
a product of indoctrination and enculturation” (Mystical Encounters, 9, italics mine).

29 Sells, Mystical Languages, 9.
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subjects and a few from already published accounts. These accounts held many fascinations. As I
read through them, I made my own catalogue, sorting them by what seemed to be the salient foci
of the author. My headings included ineffability, noesis, nothingness/emptiness, traumatic
precipitative event, religion-specific vision, conversion, episodic, and so on—many were
qualities that I sought to bolster my own ontological observations and theories.

This was methodologically problematic for a few reasons, some of which one may be
able to guess. One of the main issues was that the line between accidental mystic and seeker was
too slippery. If a subject were walking down the garden path, and then, in their own terms, “out
of nowhere” suddenly had a realization, this might be deemed accidental, but if the subject had
been studying Gurdjieff in the months before, or that afternoon, or had just been meditating, or
had just come from church, or had been grieving a loss, was it still an “accidental” encounter?

For example, one RERC account contained this text: “I did not knowingly ask for any of
this ... it all happened so naturally, like a song unfolding, and climaxed with its final Chord in
Paradise.... I do not have a religion, never have done, life is just too busy to have a religion,
mate. There is nothing supernatural, but that which is natural is super.”® The subject had sat
down to listen to music:

and as I did so (hold on to your credibility) ... everything vanished ... instantaneously.

There was no room, no cat, no fire burning in the grate, no smell, no sensation of weight,

heat, cold. There was no mass, no substance, no up, down or gravity; no arms, no legs, no

body ... sod all. Only me and music in a total void. This is not a poetic description

referring to my listening to the music, make sure you understand this.... It is “literal” ...

3% Account #005426, ‘ Archive of the Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre. This narrative
was quite long compared to many—approximately five single-spaced pages were logged in the
database—but it was noted that this subject had actually submitted a 113-page document and that the
archivist had transcribed just this five-page excerpt for the database.
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everything was “gone.” Even more odd was the fact that I did not care about it. I never

questioned it at all.

One senses this would be a perfect setup for a secular, accidental mystical occurrence,
perhaps an instance of nature mysticism. Reading some of the backstory the subject provides
later in the narrative, however, I felt that making even that assumption would be problematic. He
reveals that he had been a seeker of sorts in his youth, and that he had concluded on his own that
nihilism was the best answer he could find to his burning existential questions:

Up to the age of twenty-four, and as a grossly uneducated Cockney kid of no great

importance or significance, I began asking questions at the age of three, as to where did I

come from and why, but nobody would answer them, and I was not too happy about that

for they all thought they were so clever and smart with their PhDs and other medallions
of conformative potential which amounted to a pile of Hybrid Dribble [sic].... However,
by the age of twenty-four it was plain enough that I was not going to get any answers,
and I thought nature was stupid to create beings that asked questions to which there were
no bloody answers. And thus, one day out on the moors (Exmoor), an illicit day off from
work in order to be alone with nature and myself, I discovered 'Nihilism', and I laughed at
it. That very same evening while sitting alone while my first wife was out and I was
looking after the kids whom I had just tucked up for the night ... I died of love, for about
three hours G.M.T. During that event I danced in music made of light, beyond this world
and the known universe. After that I was given a question ... “did [ want to go on
further”? and it scared the bloody daylights out of me, I did not know what the question
meant or from whence it come, or why, or how ... but it was just known, and almost

verbalised on the inside (for there was no outside by this time). I was about to answer ...
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thanks very much but NO ... and if it’s all the same to whomever it may concern I would

like to be back in the living room where [ was a few million years ago ... but then I was

washed in an ultimate love again ... and I said ... O.K, let’s go on! Fate is loaded by the
dice of love. (Einstein was wrong!)3!

I tagged the account with my own choice of markers of mystical experience such as void,
no self, mysterium tremendum, timelessness, ineffable, nothingness/emptiness, witness
consciousness, surrender, passivity. | realized it would be impossible for a reader to know to
what degree his early life was given to seekership, and that while it seems like no religion or
spiritual path was part of the subject’s consideration, he may well have left that detail out for
whatever reason. Or the excerpt contained in the database did not include that particular detail.
Furthermore, it seemed to me salient that his declaration of nihilism precedes the mystical
encounter. But to what degree might this be true? And how would I judge? Did his subconscious
conjure this “answer” to satisfy his “trauma” or “mourning” over the loss of meaning? A
Freudian reading would have concluded as much. In any case, this account was not a clear case
of the answers coming before the questions, per se. This is but one example of the questions that
arose for me in reading mystical experience narratives and shows the complexity of evaluating
and typologizing such narratives.

Other questions arose. Jean Matthews, archivist at the RERC for more than ten years,
offered her opinion that overall, “very few of the people [who submit their experiences] have
been looking to have a mystical experience.”*? Could this be a reason why they were keen to
submit their accounts? In other words, was the surprise or the accident of it part of the impetus to

seek from an external source something of an affirmation or a way to name the phenomenon

31 Account #005426, dated March 10, 1991.
32 Jean Matthews, personal conversation, n.d.
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religious—that is, an affirmation such as a public call for accounts of religious experiences might
infer? Despite this opinion by Matthews, to my mind, in the background of the accounts I read,
most of these respondents mentioned at least some abiding interest in spirituality or religion
before the encounter.

The very word accidental is difficult from all sides. It will certainly trouble those who
approach the study of mysticism as biologically, neurologically, or traumatically induced. Which
part is accidental? The fact that an RERC respondent, walking home from a Quaker Meeting and
stopping to admire a snail on the path, suddenly found herself at the bottom of an embankment,
or that after coming to consciousness and before her rescue, she experienced a “sense of
wholeness with all life and the overwhelming presence of God enfolding me and drawing me in.
I was not important, I had no fear, but a total sense of calmness & peace.... lost in wonder, love
& praise.”?*3 The fact that another respondent, after an especially long day of work, suddenly
had a strong vision of accompanying a dying friend through a tunnel of light? Or the fact that the
death of this friend was recorded at that same time of the night in a hospital?** In any case, the
experience itself will not be seen as an accident to those for whom the whole reductive effort is
to explain its origin. I am not opposed to reductive readings if they are couched as one possible
interpretation among many. Almost any reading will be, in effect, reductive, if relied on
exclusively. What I am opposed to, and what I regard as incumbent on scholars of religion to
problematize, are claims that there can be only one interpretation, one type of reading.

For a time, I redefined accidental to refer to anyone who was not a professional seeker—
that is, in a situation of having given their life-purpose over to spiritual advancement, such as a

monastic life. This discounted too many people. In any case, I still felt uncomfortable

33 Account #005506, Archive of the Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre.
3* Account #100032, Archive of the Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre.
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interpreting their experiences along my own subjectively determined criteria. Perhaps I lacked
confidence in my own ethnographic skills. In the end, I had ample data for some comparative
project—but not necessarily the one that I had hoped to accomplish. At some point it became
clear that neither any perceived cohesion of these accounts around my designations/
interpretations nor lack thereof was going to net a substantial enough branch upon which to hang
my suppositions.

Also, the question of why the accounts I sought were not available was interesting.
Though the RERC archive holds more than 6,000 firsthand anonymous accounts, for whatever
reason, the amount of accounts logged between the year 2000 and the present was relatively few.
As I had trained my sights on contemporary mystical experience accounts per se, hoping to
compare these narratives to ascertain whether they represented a qualitative shift in the
narrativizing of mystical experiences, I was especially interested in recent accounts from
individuals of millennial age or younger. These were exactly what I was not finding.?

The dearth of written accounts seemed to belie my supposition about there being more
accidental mystics cropping up. What I was hoping to show was that more individuals are willing
to talk about their experiences now. But then why the scarcity of accounts at the Alister Hardy
Archive? Had the RERC for whatever reason simply sent out fewer questionnaires in the last two
decades than they had in decades prior? (The project started in the 1960s.) While trying to sort
this out, I was hearing that the institution was in flux both in terms of their sponsoring

organization and the staffing available to log the accounts into their database. They may have

3% One reason is that the name associated with the public request for accounts (Religious Experience
Research Centre) may have unintentionally discouraged potential respondents who would be most likely
to affiliate as SBNR—those staking an identity on being not religious. It would be interesting to speculate
what would happen if the term religious experience were shifted to spiritual experience or to a secular-
friendly signifier such as non-ordinary experience.
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simply been backlogged on current accounts. I was not able to ascertain this. In any case,
separately, I was realizing that the question of whether or not there truly were more people
coming out as ordinary mystics was not going to be answerable by separate close readings of the
accounts.

By this time, other questions seemed to loom much larger. I had no trouble finding and
naming instances of public discussions of spirituality that were increasingly secular-friendly—
detraditionalized acknowledgments of consciousness-shifting realizations by “ordinary people.”
For example, I began listening to the podcast on the website Buddha at the Gas Pump
(BATGAP), which features interviews with hundreds of “ordinary spiritually awakening people”
as deemed by the site's founder, Rick Archer. Included among them are a handful of mystic-
scholars in religious studies. This is noteworthy when we consider that scholars have their own
special set of concerns about revealing personal experience in terms of how it may impact or
influence their work, as I address briefly in chapter one. Some of these interviews on BATGAP
indeed have an “accidental” component—waking up one day with a sudden realization that
changes one’s life. My question now was aimed at understanding why people seem so willing to
tell their stories now. My current speculation is that the dearth of individuals submitting private,
anonymous accounts at RERC since 2000 may even be because of the very thing I sought to
show—a greater comfort felt by individuals in telling very personal stories of their awakenings.
In other words, if one is not inhibited in telling one’s friends or social media contacts, one would
presumably feel less urgency to submit an anonymous account.

BATGAP is also significant in my research as an example of a content aggregator of
other websites, groups, and podcasts trafficking in spiritual experience—some with names that

evoke both the spiritual and the secular at once (such as Urban Guru and Nonduality Street).
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Noting the increased prevalence of sites like these, as well as the veritable explosion of secular-
spirituality-themed mass media, I felt comfortable switching my question from whether to why
and how: Just how it is that “ordinary” and “spiritually awakening” people have come to be so
comfortable and so cavalier about occupying the same phrase?

Building from the above questions and concerns, the already-developed pillars of
mysticism scholarship, and my own prior research, then, my project settled into engaging the
research question of how to understand the distinct character of the secular-spiritual mystic
subject in Western contemporary culture. What does the increased level of interest in (and
comfort with) the experience of the numinous tell us about the current cultural context and the
openness or friendliness toward engaging the non-ordinary? And how is it that the general
population of seculars seems by far more “spirituality tolerant” than in the heyday of the New
Age? Exactly what and how does mystical material perform in a post-postmodern, secular
millennial milieu—one increasingly composed of “digital natives”? Is this proliferation of
mystical material helping the contemporary West grow and expand its symbolic flexibility?

Like accidental mysticisms, secondhand mysticisms as I conceive of them are a product
of the blurring of boundaries of the Real and the “unreal” and of an undoing of bifurcations such
as these, so that the territory between and the both/and are informing a loosening of hard-and-fast
definitions. In short, secondhand mysticisms allow me to talk about how mystical experience is
culturally normalized and is being represented differently, secularly. As I will discuss, the
number and popularity of film and television depictions of mystical and supernatural encounters
constitute one indication of an increased interest in and comfort with broaching the subject of
personal mystical experience. I examine the place of popular culture in furthering these interests

and conversations, and how these kinds of narratives are acting as mirrors, as in my examples,
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Joss Whedon’s Buffyverse and Russell Brand as high-profile harbingers of metamodern
spirituality on public display. Reading these as mystical texts and asking how and what they
perform open up a liminal middle space between their narrative logics and illogics to mirror the

aporia of the mystic.

1.5. Summary of Chapters

As I will talk about in chapter two, mystics are no longer always situated away from the
masses, on the mountaintop, or in a cave. Increasingly, people seem comfortable with the idea
that not just a rarefied few may be having experiences that could lead them to an “awakening.”
address the question of what happened to sully the designation New Age while many of the
beliefs live on in the SBNR. There is no current text that I know of that explains what happened
to cause this downturn for the term New Age, while their practices persist just fine. I was
specifically driven in this inquiry by the fact that no one has yet, to my knowledge, made these
connections epistemically past postmodern theory in a way that goes forward in time far enough
to account for the current phenomenon of the SBNR. I therefore begin the periodizing of the
metamodern SBNR.

In showing how metamodern theory accounts epistemically for the rise of certain
sensibilities seen in the contemporary SBNR individual and the normalizing of secular-spiritual
mystical encounters seen in popular culture, we are able to see how the younger generations—
the Millennials and Plurals—enact a kind of dislocating or disrupting of ontologies, of singular
identities, in two broad ways: 1) In secular contexts such as media and pop culture, we can see

more pluralistic and more inclusive values being reflected in the contemporary cultural products,
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and 2) An updating of epistemic categories shows that certain metamodern concepts such as this
sense of fluidity of identities, the metamodern idea of oscillation between binaries or between a
larger number of positionings in any delineated field (that is, oscillation need not be between
only two points or positions), and the notion of liminality as a contemporary secular state help us
understand how mystical experiences and mystical knowing are entering secular culture.

Some of my metamodern distinctions will be linked to certain concepts originating from
Asian spiritualities and religious philosophies now in regular use in the general cultural sense,
such as the idea of being in the present moment, mindfulness, and the use of Zen adjectivally. I
submit these ideas to contribute to the research showing how the current metamodernism-
influenced SBNR and/or current SBNR-influenced metamodernism—one should conceive of it
both ways—reflect how Western seekers have been steeping in tenets from these originating
traditions’ central teachings. In particular, I will show that a “metamodernization of spiritual
figures” can be spotted in Western Neo-Advaita teachers who have recently integrated into their
teachings metamodern values such as fun, simplicity, and lighthearted innocence (all in their
metamodern, self-reflexive, performed sense), and that this amounts to a shift to a more world-
affirming perspective that may be in some respects traceable all the way back to the home
tradition. Each of the chapters to some extent slides metamodernism and contemporary secular
spiritualities near to Asian traditions that have come West. This is an ongoing exploration for me
in which I make an effort to connect Asian influences and Western spiritualities, past the New
Age, and also past postmodernist relativism, to the current post-postmodern character that I argue
typifies at least some portion of the current SBNR.

In chapter three, I build on the observations made in chapter two about fluidity of

identities to show how, and to ask why, the metamodern monstrous reflects this. Succinctly: “As
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our ideas of self-identity alter so do our ideas of what menaces this identity.”*¢ I trouble the more
standard frames of polarity between monstrosity and humanity. As Richard Kearney writes,
“Most strangers, gods and monsters—along with various ghosts, phantoms and doubles who bear
a family resemblance—are, deep down, tokens of fracture within the human psyche ...
speak[ing] to us of how we are split between conscious and unconscious, familiar and unfamiliar,
same and other ... they [also] remind us that we have a choice: a) to try to understand and
accommodate our experience of strangeness, or b) to repudiate it by projecting it exclusively
onto outsiders.”’

My example of a popular cultural portrayal of metamodern spirituality is Whedon’s Buffy
the Vampire Slayer (Buffy), a television show—a cultural happening, really—that is still
reverberating in the Western imaginary 20 years later. The work of Buffy here is its
exemplification of metamodern monsters that initiate a very different encounter with the Other:
the making of the monster-as-object into a subject, which in turn showcases my concepts of fluid
identity narratives and metamodern heroes. Additionally, I discuss how Buffy interweaves
mystical experiences in a secular setting, portraying them as both socially and personally
meaningful, without losing the show’s overall irreverence and ambivalence toward religion—that
is, without taking a side for or against, thus enabling the both/and.

More popular culture and different kinds of public portrayals of metamodern spirituality
come into focus in chapter four. My example of the metamodernization of secular spirituality is
the figure of Russell Brand—a completely unapologetic follower and public proselytizer of
(Neo-)Vedantic traditions who presents highly salacious comedic material in direct dialogue with

his universalized spiritual material and his progressive social activism as performed in his

36 Kearney, Strangers, Gods and Monsters, 4
37 Kearney, Strangers, Gods and Monsters, 4.
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comedy and his public works. It’s all there at once, is the point. To my thinking this is a kind of
neo-Tantra that plays with the relationship of transgression to spiritual transformation and
interlocks with the SBNR’s shift toward a more decisive inclusivity of the light and the dark
vicissitudes of human beingness. Such a manifestation makes room for the presence of both a felt
experience of universalism and a complete contextualism/constructivism, working together to
express subjectivities in an earnest yet playful sense.

Once having introduced the epistemic mapping schema in the introduction above and
having exemplified metamodernism sufficiently in each of the chapters, chapter five returns to a
few important leftover strands of conversation. First, the argument for a new -ism and against the
continued use of postmodernism will be continued. I use the examples of postmodern
Christianity and Buddhist postmodernism to make my case. Second, issues of ethics: As
metamodernism becomes familiar and its sensibilities become more mainstream—thus rendering
it both more visible and more invisible—it is important to clarify what the term is and is not
capable of or meant to do.

There are those in the general public who have set out to utilize the term to forward a
social or ethical agenda and who have sizable followings on social media. I point out that
metamodernism is not a purposive program to unite opposites, reconcile difference and somehow
produce world peace. I make the case that metamodernism does not offer a specific social
program or outcome, much the same as modernism and postmodernism did not—and could
not—have done. This will set up my conclusion, in which I discuss a few current cultural
phenomena that may be illuminated through the metamodern lens. I also speculate on the
potential longevity of the SBNR and offer a few last words on the efficacy of the new -ism for

the study of religion.
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1.6. Methodologies

This work is certainly multidisciplinary in that it involves several disciplines and the
methodological approaches associated with them. It is also interdisciplinary, in that the methods
both complement and challenge one another, and inevitably form the hermeneutical approach I
use here.

My broad approach to this inquiry is to situate the contemporary SBNR, secondhand
mysticism, and metamodernism in dialectical relationship. That is, each necessarily responds to,
engages, and influences—or, writes and is written by—the others.

What follows is a brief encapsulation of the methods I use throughout the dissertation.

Each method is described more fully while it is at work within the chapters.

Comparativism/History of Religions

I use a comparative approach consonant with the History of Religions school. The
History of Religions school’s main tool for the study of religions is a historical-critical method. I
present the idea here that the New Age was supplanted by the SBNR, and to some extent by a
host of other designations that show individuals striking very overtly away from certain religious
traditions while not always necessarily sure what they are going toward. The separate histories
and lineages of the contemporary spiritualities that I mention here such as the Nones, the
Unaffiliated, the Secular Christians, and the Free Thinkers are not dealt with, though they are

located as linked by historical ideas and impulses.
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Comparativism enables me to theorize a “third thing,” as Kripal has referred to it. He
writes, “The study of religion possesses both Enlightenment and Romantic roots. Both together
can form gnostic epistemologies that employ robust rational models to ‘reduce’ the religious
back to the human only to ‘reverse’ or ‘flip’ the reduction back toward theological or mystical
ends. These are what we might call reflexive re-readings of religion” that suggest a continuum
including both reductive and divine modes of understanding, and “we can travel either way along
that line. We can travel in one direction along that line and reduce the religious ‘down’ to the
human, but we can also reverse direction and travel from the human back ‘up’ to the religious.”®
Doniger’s metaphor of the Implied Spider developed alongside the ideas of the implied author
and the implied subject is also a comparative idea that brings into view the sense of being
authored and of doing the authoring.>® (The oscillative reflexivity of metamodernism, which I
will discuss later, is, theoretically, in sympathy with this idea. Likewise, its emphasis on felt

experience will probably help make the multimodal and fluid means of engagement that such

utilization of multiple positionings suggests even more normative.)

Metamodern Theory

Metamodern theorization of the contemporary subject is, again, my specific addition to
this inquiry, brought on board to periodize and to ask how we might understand what happens
when the current cultural sensibility includes both modern, grand, narrative-bound assumptions
and postmodern, delimited contextualization of all realities. My conception of a metamodern
soteriology is a way of describing the emphasis on immanence and this-worldliness that has

informed current secular spiritualities—a soteriology that hinges on the acknowledgment of

3% Kripal, Secret Body, 122-23.
3% See Doniger, The Implied Spider.
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flawed, sometimes shadowy, muddled, haphazard, and paradox-driven individual subjectivities—
the fully Auman, fractured self as a salvific principle—not perhaps replacing the otherworldly
transcendent but declaring that the latter is no longer so much an end point; yet, neither is “the
sacred” disenchanted or deconstructed away.*’

Metamodern theory complements the gnostic both/and inquiry. “Metamodern discourse
consciously commits itself to an impossible possibility,” as Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van
den Akker write.*! This is gnostic with a small g—1I do not refer in this work to the grouping of
ancient religious orders under the name Gnostic. Nor to nineteenth-century Catholics who
retrieved the heresiological term to “to characterize such movements as Spiritualism and
Theosophy, and in the process introduced the term into the popular lexicon,” as Caterine writes.*?
Kripal’s twenty-first-century usage of the term gnostic is the one I intend: “The gnostic
intellectual is the one who privileges knowledge over belief, who knows that she knows, and
knows that what she knows cannot possibly be reconciled with the claims of any past or present

religious tradition.”*

Popular Culture and Monster Theories
As mentioned, one of the most direct ways of encountering epistemic shifting is through

popular culture. Using current concepts from popular culture scholarship and monster theory is a

* Ferrer and Sherman identify the linguistic turn in religious studies as the point at which a subversion of
the “transcendental authority in the Heavens bring[s] the legitimization of its cognitive and normative
claims down to Earth, that is, to the intersubjective space constituted by communicative exchanges among
rational human beings.” They call this a “disenchanted world of post/modernity [where] the sacred has
been detranscendentalized, relativized, contextualized, and diversified, but, most fundamentally,
assimilated to linguistic expression.” Ferrer and Sherman, “Introduction,” 6.

4! Vermeulen and van den Akker, “Notes on Metamodernism,” 5.

2 Caterine, “Narrating the Story,” 13.

43 Kripal, Secret Body, 122.
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way of framing an analysis that can bring about the kind of “interreligious dialogue” between the
secular and the spiritual previously mentioned. Monster theory in particular works for my
conception of the liminal position of the monster and the mystic because it deals in “strings of
cultural moments, connected by a logic that always threatens to shift.”** Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s
thesis five relates to the borders and boundaries I consider: The monster “resists capture in the
epistemological nets of the erudite.... [E]very monster is in this way a double narrative, two
living stories: one that describes how the monster came to be and another, its testimony, detailing
what cultural use the monster serves.”*

The next section introduces metamodernism in terms of how I utilize it as a category
container. I go into particular depth as to how and why it should be considered as part of the
epistemic mapping schema that I employ. I try to anticipate readers’ big-picture questions here.

Note that each of the chapters also contains further explication accompanying my specific

exemplifications of metamodern sensibilities and cultural products.

1.7. Epistemic Mapping and Metamodernism

1.7.1. Metamodernism in Religious Studies Scholarship

Metamodern theory is, to date, found only in a few instances in religious studies
scholarship and has yet to be theorized for mysticism studies. This dissertation presents an

opening attempt to audition its use. To date, | am aware of three other scholars of religion

4 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 6.
45 Cohen, “Monster Culture,” 13, italics mine.
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utilizing metamodernism as a category per se.*® Along with my own unpublished seminar papers
(2012-2017), conference presentations (2013-2018) and two forthcoming chapters in volumes,*’
I have noted the following: Tom de Bruin uses the term to comment on the “post-Christian
church” in a personal essay for a Seventh-day Adventist bulletin;*® Brendan Dempsey uses it in a
literary essay on metamodern myth-making;*’ and most germane for the current purpose, Michel
Clasquin-Johnson has published “Towards a Metamodern Academic Study of Religion and a
More Religiously Informed Metamodernism.”

In his essay, Clasquin-Johnson poses the question—in a bit more of a subjunctive, future-
oriented sense than I do here—of what metamodernism’s uses for the field of religion may
eventually be.’° He refers to metamodernism as both a philosophy and a movement, even “a
prescriptive view,” which sets it up as a somewhat different platform from my application here.
However, inasmuch as the term is at times employed in the wider culture as each of these, |
readily agree with him that these are trends deserving of our attention. Since about 2011, I have
noted a continued increase in the number of websites, online discussion groups, blogs, and
personal Instagram, Tumblr, and Twitter accounts using the terms metamodern/metamodernist/
metamodernism in their names. The line on that graph appears to go steadily upward. Not only

that, but something has galvanized more individuals recently to begin calling themselves

% Literary scholar Alexandra Dumitrescu (also known as Alexandra Balm) might be counted among
them as she refers to metamodernism in quasi-religious terms, as “a paradigm that reflects the self’s
evolution towards its self-realisation, and the sublime and the beautiful,” but hers is ultimately a literary
treatment. Dumitrescu, Towards a Metamodern Literature, 167.

7 Some of these papers and presentations can be found on https://rice.academia.edu/LindaCCeriello. My
two forthcoming chapters are “Toward a Metamodern Reading of Spiritual-but-Not-Religious
Mysticisms” in Parsons, ed., Being Spiritual But Not Religious, and “The Big Bad and the Big “Aha!”:
Metamodern Monsters as Transformational Figures of Instability" in Heyes ed., Holy Monsters, Sacred
Grotesques.

“8 De Bruin, “That’s So Meta.”

* Dempsey, “[Re]construction.”

50 Clasquin-Johnson, “Towards a Metamodern Academic Study,” 3.



38

metamodernists—a noteworthy trend deserving of its own ethnographic study. My investigation
of metamodernism stems from an observation several years ago that efforts to clarify what the
current post-postmodern age might be all about appear to run nearly parallel to the rise of the
SBNR in the United States, which I will discuss more in chapter two.

The steady rise in the number of metamodern enthusiasts—social media groups,
websites, popular essays, blogs, and the like—shows an increasing variety of uses of the concept
by those who wish to latch on to the promise of this new -ism for their varying reasons. I concur
with Clasquin-Johnson that the “totalizing aspect” of metamodernism does beckon for its
analysis in the register of the religious. However, my interest here is a bit more pointed.

On one fundamental point, I would differ with Clasquin-Johnson: he opines that the clash
between what he calls modernist and postmodernist paradigms has not been strongly felt in
religious studies,’! whereas I center my reading of the coeval emergence of metamodernism and
the SBNR precisely on the vigorous argument between universalists and contextualists
foundational to our field. In treating that debate here as essentially a modern-postmodern
epistemic negotiation, I am asserting that the very centrality of this clash instantiates

metamodernism as a topic for the comparative study of religions.

1.7.2. An Abbreviated Genealogy of the Term Metamodernism

The term metamodernism itself is indeed relatively new, and its ideological

underpinnings are contested. My own starting point for encountering metamodernism occurred

> Clasquin-Johnson, “Towards a Metamodern Academic Study,” 3.
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prior to hearing of the several names proposed for a post-postmodern shift. In the mid-2000s, I
began noting pop-cultural products with a new and marked similarity in tone. From filmmakers
(Miranda July, Michel Gondry, and Wes Anderson are standouts) and television programs (Buffy
the Vampire Slayer, Modern Family, The Office, Community, Girls) to the humor styles that went
with them, to comedians (Russell Brand, Chris Gethard, Maria Bamford), songwriters (Ben
Gibbard of Death Cab for Cutie, Conor Oberst of Bright Eyes, Bianca and Sierra Casady of
CocoRosie), fiction writers (Dave Eggers, Miranda July again, Haruki Murakami, Arundhati
Roy), and certain vernacular expressions which carried clusters of new and subtle meanings that
differed from previous connotations (such as newly refurbed versions of awesome, awkward,
epic fail)—all of these cultural products clearly had something in common. They seemed to have
already pushed beyond the stalemated either/or debate and had already reclaimed elements of
subjective experience that had been previously theorized into hiding, as I will explain shortly.
Something was certainly happening culture-wide, but ... what? How to name it? The Foucauldian
epistemic mapping schema helped me organize conceptually around the potential and scope of
such a culture-wide shift. It was definitely something other than postmodern, as I have
understood and lived that term.

As I searched for a term that would be more descriptive and satisfactory than post-
postmodernism, 1 quickly became aware of a cadre of scholars hashing out their proposed names
for their sometimes loosely similar and sometimes closely aligned ideas of the central

components of the post-postmodern move.>? In 2000, Slavist and cultural theorist Raoul

52 Vermeulen and van den Akker, "Notes on Metamodernism,” 1—14. Not that term metamodernism
doesn’t itself have issues. It elicits confusion, given the etymological uses of the prefix mefa to mean
after, above, or behind. Also, the generic usage of the term meta to refer to any instance of talking about
talking about something, which is indeed occurring here as well, means it runs the danger of giving off a
kind of splayed, indistinct tone. Putting a word, any word, in the service of trying to describe both the
process and the cultural products that result from the activity of coming to grips with a post-ironic, post-
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Eshelman theorized performatism, a very close conceptual cousin to metamodernism, and a
concept I utilize in my work on this topic and will refer to in later chapters.>® Other terms with
some family resemblances include cosmodernism (2011) by literary scholar Christian Moraru;>*
altermodernism (2009) by art critic Nicolas Bourriaud;>® and pseudomodernism or
digimodernism (2006) by writer and literary scholar Alan Kirby. All overlap at least partially
with metamodernism in their descriptions of the conceptual content of the current episteme.”®
The term and concept of metamodernism per se is by some followed backward to literary
critic and Marxist political theorist Frederic Jameson’s ideas connecting the influence of late
capitalism and affect (though Jameson never used the term metamodernism himself) and by
others to literature and film scholar Mas’ud Zavarzadeh, who, as early as 1975, imagines an
emerging aesthetic in fiction in which a sharp division between life and art does not exist.
Jameson’s influential essay, written in 1984 and later developed into a book by the same title,
was “Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism” (1991). There he pronounced an

intensification period “in which culture and capitalism were collapsing into one another and

anti-sentiment, post-death-of-the-subject cultural movement is a tall order, and those of us who have
heretofore been stymied and given to dislike of the vague and rather ouroboric post-postmodern are in
some ways happy to have any term at all to use.

>3 Eshelman’s first English-language publication on his version of post-postmodernism is “Performatism,
or the End of Postmodernism.” His monograph of the same name appears in 2008.

54 See Moraru, Cosmodernism. Eshelman writes in a brief review of this text that cosmodernism “is
strongly oriented towards postmodernism but emphasizes ‘ethical relationality’” and “arises mainly
through the process of globalization unleashed by the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989” and that
cosmodernism is “[o]riented towards poststructuralist Levinasian ethics as well as the later work of
Derrida and Jean-Luc Nancy,” which may make it of interest to scholars of religion. Eshelman,
“Annotated Bibliography of Works.”

55 See Bourriaud, Altermodern.

> Eshelman has a useful annotated bibliography of works that attempt to theorize a post-postmodern and
his opinions on how well they succeed. Eshelman, “Annotated Bibliography of Works.”
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beginning to share the same logic.”” The term has also reportedly been used since the 1970s in
writings on law, politics, economics, data analysis, and architecture.>®

No one, however, seems to follow the term back to a Canadian graduate student whose
1991 master’s thesis was titled “Meta-Modern Culture: The New Age and the Critique of
Modernity.” Thomas A. Haig’s communication studies thesis uses the term (with a hyphen) to
address his observation that the New Age is not quite modern and not postmodern. Instead, he
writes, “I propose a concept of the ‘meta-modern’ to describe the paradoxical attempt ... to
reproduce the trajectory of modernity by appropriating traditions marginalized by modern
‘progress.’ I conclude that New Age consumer culture relocates, rather than transcends, the crises
of modernity.”® While his thesis is relevant to the present work and would be useful for anyone
interested in early studies of New Age marketing or a deconstructive reading of transcendence-
soteriology-influenced cultures, it has missed the attentions of most other metamodern theorists
as far as I can tell. Only Clasquin-Johnson cites Haig.

Haig’s application begins in a similar place to mine but utilizes the neologism to nuance
the move by the New Age to “retextualize experiences of the body and consciousness, and
become the dynamo for a new form of ‘progress’ organized around a conception of consumer
lifestyle.”®® While Haig goes in a different direction with the meaning of meta-modernism than

the bulk of the current theorizers (he is closer to Heelas’s “self spirituality”’), what is noteworthy

7 Qtd in Mullins, “The Long 1980s,” 13. Jameson was also considered foundational for theorization of
metamodernism by Vermeulen, who adds that “for Fredric Jameson, postmodernism was characterized
above all by the waning of affect. Not necessarily affect in the Deleuzian-Spinozist sense (a sort of ping-
ponging, pre-personal intensity), but affect in the colloquial meaning of the word, as empathy, as a
sensibility towards something.” Critchley, “Theoretically Speaking.”

>% This according to an editorial essay on Notes on Metamodernism, “Previous Uses of the Term
Metamodernism.”

%% Haig, “Meta-Modern Culture,” iii.

% Haig, “Meta-Modern Culture,” 6.
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is the fact that his characterization of the New Age very closely matches that of some of the
current-day general-audience exponents of metamodernism who run a similar sounding narrative
“of transcendent, social and cultural ... renovation, that promises the reintegration of the
disparate and colliding fragments of social existence into a harmonious, meaningful totality,” and
further,
will see the replacement of all of our old, dysfunctional systems with new ways of
thinking, speaking, and living. It will bring back our authentic identities, both individual
and collective. It will also bring back the past: the cultural artifacts that we too hastily
discarded in a rush to modernize will find their proper place in the present, no longer in
conflict with, and indeed the perfect complement to, our most advanced technologies.!
Heelas and other theorists of the New Age would probably not disagree that the New Age
movement, as Haig writes, “relocates its trajectory and its crises” as something other than
modernism and postmodernism. But the type of critique of modernity the New Age performs,
Haig feels, may signal an out from both: “New Age cultural forms are constructed on the basis of
a very concerted critique of modernity, which is seen to have failed, precisely, to guarantee
humanity’s progress towards its ultimate telos.”®? This, Haig feels, is a reason to deem it neither
modern nor postmodern but deserving of a new term. So this term, meta-modern, will describe
the relationship of wresting from the modern by paradoxically attempting to transcend it. Haig
prefigures Vermeulen and van den Akker’s popular use of binaries when he writes, “Meta-
modernity eradicates modern dialectics (general vs. particular; individual vs. community;
fragmentation vs. synthesis; self vs. other) but not by means of any deconstructive or critical

strategy. Instead, modern dualisms are both maintained and resolved by an attempted relocation

®! Haig, “Meta-Modern Culture,” 49.
62 Haig, “Meta-Modern Culture,” 82.
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of the modern trajectory to a ‘higher’ level as a process of ‘synthesis.” The meta-modern is thus a
response to modernity that, unlike affirmative, eclectic postmodernism, reproduces the logic of

modernization in a new, often paradoxical fashion.”¢?

The retextualization of “premodern and
non-Western traditions” as spiritual disciplines certainly does apply to the New Age as seen in
looking back on it today, as well as to some extent to the habits of the SBNR. In fact, Haig’s
statement that meta-moderns are seeking to no longer be “hindered by the inherent contradictions
of modernity” fairly closely reproduces my critique of current-day metamodernism’s general-
audience enthusiasts who want to engage it as a social panacea.®*

The cultural and epistemic usage of the term metamodernism that I employ here first
begins to be delineated in the early 2000s, however. Balm (née Dumitrescu) writes a research
proposal for its study in 2001 and publishes starting in 2003;% Andre Furlani publishes in 2002.%
Its theorization comes into more active scholarly use (still primarily in literary critical and art
historical capacities), as a dialogue between various scholars and theorizations later in the 2000s.
In 2010, Dutch cultural theorists Vermeulen and van den Akker spearhead the online resource
Notes on Metamodernism, which to some extent centralizes an interdisciplinary community of
scholars and laypeople with interest in metamodernism’s exploration as a post-postmodern

cultural structure of feeling.®’ 1 came upon it near that time as a critical mass was mobilizing

around that term.

% Haig, “Meta-Modern Culture,” 83.

5% There is a cadre of metamodernism enthusiasts today who appear to be enacting what Haig described in
1991. One of the central organizations championing such a take on metamodernism is found at
www.metamoderna.org.

65 See Balm, “Metamodernism in Art.”

% Furlani, “Guy Davenport.”

7 See Notes on Metamodernism, www.metamodernism.com.
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1.7.3. The Epistemes in Religious Studies

The Foucauldian apparatus that I build upon (traditional/premodern, modern, and
postmodern)®® appears (though not referred to by name) in the works of numerous scholars of
religion whose subfields intersect with the current topic, notably Paul Heelas and David Lyon in
their debates over whether the New Age as a movement should overall be regarded as a modern
or postmodern phenomenon.®® This will be discussed in chapter two on the SBNR. Philip Wexler
engages this system, writing in 2000 that, “even as the alienating conditions of modernity are
intensified in postmodernity, the stage is simultaneously set for the renewal and revitalization of
everyday life” which will lead “to change in the terms and categories of social understanding, as
well in the character of ordinary experience.” He proposes that the next age be called the
Mpystical Society and will include “an enactment of the fluid, boundariless state that was seen as a
mark of postmodernism. [But] [i]nstead of complete fragmentation ... we have processes of
reintegration.”’® Wexler’s vision of the turn away from complete fragmentation as the chief
differentiation of a next “age” after postmodernism anticipates several of the moves I am
highlighting here. “Reintegration” or even integration poses some issues, however, which will be
taken up shortly. Jorge Ferrer and Jacob Sherman’s proposal of a “participatory turn” also has
similarities to the aforementioned, in that they write that their articulation is

neither a return to previous epistemological structures nor a drastic rupture from them,

but rather reflects the ongoing project of a creative fusion of past, present, and perhaps

% The original Foucauldian terms for the three epistemes are Renaissance, Classic, and Modern.
However, since it is far more common for both scholars and laypeople to refer to the first three epistemic
periods as premodern (or traditional), modern, and postmodern, I adopt their usage as well.

% As referenced in Heelas, The New Age Movement, 224n16. Fiona Bowie, invoking Ricoeur, uses
episteme in her “Building Bridges, Dissolving Boundaries,” 705.

" Wexler, Mystical Society, 2.
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future horizons that integrates certain traditional religious claims with modern standards

of critical inquiry and postmodern epistemological insights about the cocreated nature of

human knowledge.”!

Kripal makes use of the epistemic structure in 2007, proposing something close to
metamodernism-—referenced as (post)modern (reflecting the presence of both modern and
postmodern aspects—a both/and rather than an either/or) to undergird his delineation of a gnostic
scholarship. Gnostic scholarship, he writes, is

not a pure, untroubled reason that refuses to think a thought that cannot be quantified ...
neither, however, is it anti-reason, even if it sees the limitations of any strictly conceived
rationality. It is not anti-modern ... not relativistic, even if it embraces both deconstruction
and pluralism as necessary methods and values. It takes moral positions, even if it
recognizes its own fallibility and limited sight ... [and] claims to know things that other
forms of knowledge and experience (like traditional faith or pure reason) do not and
probably cannot know, even as it submits its claims to public review, criticism and
renewal, all of which it listens and responds to.”?
Kripal is speaking on one level to an important methodological innovation in the field of
religious studies, but the ontological reconfiguring he signals is both much deeper and much
more widely applicable. In subsequent chapters I cover this more extensively, linking the
innovations of the concept of gnostic scholarship in the study of mysticisms to the discursive and
even phenomenological openings that become available, to suggest, via theorization of
metamodernism, that this is an ethos which echoes the metamodern turn, one that we will see

guiding the spiritual but not religious as a whole.

"I Ferrer and Sherman, “Introduction,” 2.
72 Kripal, The Serpent’s Gif, 12.
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My equating of such a theory (and a new one at that) with what some might see as a form
of mystical agency, will also give address to Kripal’s final logos mystikos in The Serpent’s Gift.
His suggestion there is that each individual be taken as “simultaneously a conscious, constructed
self” and “a much larger complexly conscious field” that has been “historically objectified,
mythologized, and projected outward ... or introjected inwards.” In this sense, it is clear that the
second of these fields of consciousness, as he refers to them, has been largely ignored in the field
of religious studies.”> What Kripal calls a “phenomenology of inspiration” comes from
recognizing that a simultaneity of these fields of consciousness is “often experienced as coming
from elsewhere, as if it were being literally empowered by non-ordinary energies or forces that
temporarily overwhelm the thinker in order to bring new ideas, images, or words into the field of
awareness.”’* This powerful idea will be shown to have resonance with metamodernism,
especially via Eshelman’s performatist double frame.

The line of thinking I pursue here is, moreover, an attempt to follow another Kripalean
thesis that has been a more or less constant backdrop to my study across decades: one that “the
modern study of mysticism can function as a kind of modern mystical tradition” and
furthermore, “that some types of scholarly writing can also function as modern mystical
literature.””” I mentioned Sells’s meaning event as a way to describe this phenomenon.

Along this line, Clasquin-Johnson feels that metamodernism offers “a methodology that
already has affinities with ‘the religious impulse,”” exemplified by metamodernism’s relationship
with paradox, as utilized for example in the spiritual technology of the Zen koan. “What

metamodernism offers us here may be a way to speak about paradox without constantly needing

3 Kripal, The Serpent’s Gift, 164—65.
" Kripal, The Serpent’s Gift, 171.
73 Kripal, “Being Blake: Antinomian Thought,” 75.
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to slip back into modernist language patterns that require us to explain the paradox away.”’® This
echoes my own observation about the dialectical relation between the contemporary affiliations
like SBNR, popular culture, and tenets of ancient Eastern religious traditions that have found
their way into Western popular vernacular and practice. However, this idea should not be
mistaken for a notion that the metamodern turn proclaims any affinity, agenda, or position on
religion/s whatsoever.

While this theoretical work of ontological boundary blurring (and/or sharpening and/or
celebrating) and the related both/and have been delineated by a handful of scholars, some aspects
have room to be more fully explored.”” My application of metamodern theory here has potential
utility in accounting for the normalizing of presentations of mystical experience in contemporary
culture and will expose a dimension of the choice to identify as SBNR in which this-worldly
spaces of liminality, analogous to the mystical encounter, itself are reflexively constructed. In
other words, I will be working from the idea that secular mystical encounters—including
secondhand ones, as in film and TV show depictions—mirror contemporary individuals’ felt
experience of being in-between, of being both/and—secular and spiritual. This is a theorizing of
the mechanism, if you will, of the both/and, which will be considered as an oscillation, not
simply in the manner of a pendulum swinging between two extreme points. In a sense, the
purpose here is to make a foray into exploring and further explaining this dynamic, clarifying the

“how” of the gestalt of self, culture, and noesis.”

7 Clasquin-Johnson, “Toward a Metamodern Academic Study,” 5.

"1 consider the term both/and to be born out of postmodern thinking, though, once inherited by
metamodernism, updated. Van den Akker and Vermeulen will argue for a “both/neither, and/nor” as the
updated metamodern version. ‘“Periodising the 2000s,” 6, 10.

78 Kripal has written that such processes “make each other up” in a triadic fashion (Roads of Excess, 7).
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Locating the epistemic basis of a secular/spiritual both/and in contemporary culture will
offer a means of understanding the motivation to identify as SBNR. Kripal’s The Serpent’s Gift
develops the both/and concept. After postmodernism’s “overplayed” embrace of difference and
rejection of sameness, he writes, “Don’t we know enough now to avoid the simple and simply
false dualisms of nature or nurture, sameness or difference? Can’t we begin to think in terms of a
more sophisticated and accurate both ... and?”’® Mark Freeman’s 1993 hermeneutic of
subjectivity, of “thinking beyond skepticism,” also addressing this, might be considered proto-
metamodern in the sense of proposing a reaction to postmodernism that is inclusive of felt
experience. He asks how we may stretch past reductive narrative interpretations of self in the
wake of Derridian relativism:

Even if the furniture of the world doesn’t really exist apart from the words I use to speak

it, which on some level I am fully prepared to avow, I still bump into it all the time. More

to the point, even if my “self,” fleeting as it is, doesn’t exist apart from my own
consciousness of it, from my own narrative imagination, indeed from my own belief in its
very existence, it is nonetheless eminently real and—within limits—eminently
knowable.3°

Examples of metamodern academic treatments can arguably be found in the work of a
handful of scholars of religion who—while not using the same name for this epistemic shift as
such—focus on third positions carved out of the “spaces in between.” In addition to Kripal and

Sells, Elliot Wolfson and Jorge Ferrer come to mind. I view Kripal’s portrayal of Esalen as an

7 Kripal, The Serpent’s Gift, 182n19; Christopher Partridge’s “subjective turn” (The Re-enchantment of
the West) and Ferrer and Sherman’s “participatory turn” (The Participatory Turn) can be seen as
undergirding the felt experience of being both/and, and, relatedly, the assertion of the primacy of
sincerity, authenticity and self-reflexivity which I feel typify the metamodern turn.

8 Freeman, Rewriting the Self , 13.
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example of a metamodern reading, in that it self-consciously reaches through the modern and
postmodern to name a third way that neither negates nor replaces the others. One could argue
that Kripal’s manner of avoiding portraying Esalen in a way that affixes it as one thing or
another, evokes a postmodern positioning. But in asserting his gnostic reading, both “beyond
belief and beyond reason,” Kripal describes how the cultural movement that Esalen is both
defined by, and does a great deal to reify, historically speaking, acts as a third space.?! Also,
because Kripal’s portrayal does not hover safely, abstractly, noncommittally, over, but speaks
into the space in between the naming/crystallizing and the refusal to name or affix; and because
it does not shy from the sacralizing function of the institution (nor, for that matter, does Kripal
shy away in terms of the sacralizing language he employs to convey it), I argue that what is

advanced is an example of metamodern scholarship.

1.7.4. Problematizing the -isms

A few important terminology notes are relevant at the outset of my explication of what
makes a contemporary spirituality metamodern. Of the previously mentioned handful of other
terms that may overlap partly or largely with the terrain that the term metamodernism seeks to
carve out, performatism is perhaps the closest. While not suggesting that the usages of
metamodernism by Vermeulen and van den Akker and performatism by Eshelman overlay
completely onto one another, I do want to point out that they agree that the key move that begs to

be theorized is not to be thought of as a simple reinvesting in the notion of the universal or

81 Kripal, Esalen, 456. Kripal is not only Esalen’s biographer with the book Esalen: The Religion of No
Religion, published in 2007, but also joined the board of directors in 2014 and is its current chair. In that
sense, his scholarship on the institution did not lead to objective distance but the opposite, to a subjective
engagement and a position of cocreation.
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moving away from irony. Rather, the idea of the metamodern or performatist turn is to reflect the
occurrence of multiple arenas and vectors, mined concurrently for their truths and meanings,
generating a type of new cultural gestalt resulting from the confluence of previously bifurcated
arenas of cultural experience or expression.’?

As with the multiple meanings of and the pitfalls of generalizing about all modernisms
and postmodernisms, any depictions of metamodernism will also encounter problems. My
attempt at defining metamodernism should be understood as provisional, and as necessarily
centered on a select few germane qualities or tendencies intended to help distinguish the
epistemes and show where they end up in conversation on the topic of secular spiritualities.

The difficulties with using terms like postmodernism or modernism (the -isms) are well
known to most scholars. The copious, disparate permutations and applications of postmodern
often confuse intellectuals and laypersons alike. With aesthetic forms such as postmodern
architecture or film conveying something quite different from postmodern philosophy, and each
implying different usages from that to which the postmodern era (or age, period, or episteme)
refers, there is perhaps more potential for convolution with this term than coherence. A relevant
observation that some scholars make is that the uses of the term postmodernism in the 1970s and
prior tended to be more utopian, signifying “everything that is radical, innovative, forward-
looking” in literary and artistic practice.®> Dumitrescu notes that early postmodernists treated
their literary creations “more as the discovery and the disclosure of numinous relationships

within nature than as the creation of containing and structuring forms.””®* The 1980s and 1990s

82 Eshelman’s monograph, the essays that comprise Notes on Metamodernism, and my own website with
Greg Dember, What is Metamodern? offer three cogent catalogues of examples of the cultural trends that
help us understand the work resulting from the metamodern sensibility.

%3 Marjorie Perloff, qtd in Edmond, “The Uses of Postmodernism.”

84 Charles Altieri, qtd in Dumitrescu, Towards a Metamodern Literature, 170.
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saw the term used in a more dystopian way. By the mid-1980s postmodernism was used
variously “as a figure for radical artistic experimentation, for French theoretical sophistication,
and for postindustrial capitalism and global neoliberalism,” and, of course, “to attack diverse
versions of modernism.”® The effect, Edmond explains, of these myriad overlapping usages is
that the term can

embody both sides in the unfolding tension between globalization and localism.

Postmodernism could be used to claim an advanced position in the global cultural field

and to dismiss nationalisms and other localisms as hopelessly theoretically naive or

outdated. Yet it could also be deployed to assert cultural relativism and so the singularity

of a national or local culture.®¢

Given these and other generalized applications of the term postmodern that can seem so

contradictory, it is understandable that we will see post-postmodern responses range from
mimetic and appropriative to dissenting. While it’s too early to say whether the term
metamodernism may itself go through as many permutations, one can already see it applied
rather differently in the realms of economics and political/sociological analyses than it is to
visual arts, music, literature, and other, more aesthetically focused analyses—something that will
need monitoring and analysis in future treatments. Common in most of these arenas, however,
metamodernism’s conceptualization has established a space for a post-ironic discursive
engagement, the significance of which will be central to my reading of the evolution of an SBNR

as a “movement” or as an identity or affiliation.?”

85 Edmond, “The Uses of Postmodernism.”

8 Edmond, “The Uses of Postmodernism.”

¥7 Tronically, it will be out of a certain cynicism and/or relativism garnered from postmodernism that later
generations may begin to beg out of identifying with this term.
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1.7.5. Epistemes as Category Container

One of the chief difficulties in considering the -isms as analytical terms is also one that
receives infrequent attention. It is usually with an assumed justification but no thoroughgoing
analytical inquiry that they are deployed as dislocated from any specific category container.
Postmodernism and modernism have for so long been grandfathered into the cultural lexicon that
even usages which are continually contested are nevertheless now so common as to be
sanctioned for general and, as mentioned, sometimes contradictory purposes. Even, or especially,
after granting these -isms their historical range of meanings, if no category distinction is
identified to which they are meant to belong, how can we judge how well they may be able to
signify? The question is, is the conceptual container to which the terms traditional (or
premodern), modern, postmodern, and now metamodern belong meant to be an era? An age? A
zeitgeist? A milieu? A paradigm? A philosophical movement? An aesthetic trend? Something
else? Or, as often seems to be the case, a mélange of several of these categories at once?

What exactly they are meant to be naming and defining is relevant enough here to address at the
outset.

It has been interesting to note that very few of the major theorizers writing about
metamodernism refer to the Foucauldian epistemic structure, even as they are placing
tradition/premodernism, modernism, and postmodernism side by side for comparison.

One of the more problematic categories used as a substitute is paradigm. Others are
philosophy and movement. Balm (writing under the surname Dumitrescu) is one prominent

theorist who calls the category of thing that metamodernism is a paradigm. Many general users
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of the term do so, as well. “Metamodernism is defined as a paradigm of engaging in a dialogue
with other paradigms, past or present.... It is a paradigm for recovering and reestablishing
tradition(s), and establishing an ongoing dialogue with previous paradigms of thought—as
opposed to the modernist rejection of traditions and the postmodernist ironic detachment from
previous texts.”® (I am picking out only specific parts of her definition for interrogation. Her
dissertation and her several published essays obviously show much more nuance than I am able
to deal with here.) While sympathetic to aspects of this definition—in particular, I do not largely
disagree with dialogue over oppositions, rejections, and detachments, for example, and, with the
deference given her as one of the first to propose contour and shape to metamodernism—I will
nevertheless assert a brief critique of her above characterization of the goals of metamodernism.

In reviewing the early scholars who had employed the term metamodernism, she writes
that Stephen Feldman calls metamodernism a paradigm in 2005: “Feldman describes
metamodernism as a paradigm of thought, ‘a world-view, a set of presupposed beliefs that
pervasively shapes one’s perceptions of and orientation toward the world’ (297), by which he
outlines the genus proximus rather than the specific difference of metamodernism.”®’ This is the
popularized sense of paradigm as a worldview, not the specific sense that Thomas Kuhn
proffered.

Even still, if metamodernism were a paradigm, then it would have to follow that
postmodernism and modernism are paradigms, which they are not considered to be. So,
establishing metamodernism as falling into the category container of episteme is a distinction
critical for establishing its current reach as well as its future treatment as on parallel with

modernism and postmodernism.

88 Dumitrescu, Towards a Metamodern Literature, 167, 169.
% Dumitrescu, Towards a Metamodern Literature, 167.
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Other than paradigm, the main word in Balm’s definition above that I have to quibble
with is the use of the word for—since that word implies a directive embedded in the metamodern
turn that would render it something else besides a paradigm, and certainly other than an
episteme. The -ism itself has no agenda and is not a project. From my perspective it is in fact
necessary for metamodernism, like the other epistemes, to be defined very clearly as not a
project with an ethics—a larger topic which will be addressed more fully in chapter five.

That said, metamodern works do engage felt experience, and to the extent that other
theorists mean to identify this tendency as a substantive part of the cultural turn, I am happy to
concur. In that engaging human relationality and connection tacitly comes with concerns for the
ethical, it may indeed therefore instate ethically inflected material. But the attribution of an
ethical component provokes unease in that an overdetermination in this direction could lead to a
preformed, even promotional outcome—that metamodernist works should be about the good, the
positive, etc. As I will explain in chapter two, metamodernism needs to be able to encompass the
good, but also the bad and the ugly in order to be considered a major epistemic or cultural turn.

Seth Abramson uses cultural philosophy and even calls metamodernism “the cultural
philosophy of the digital age.”° Vermeulen and van den Akker do not theorize it as a philosophy,
but instead use the categories structure of feeling, cultural sentiment, or emergent sensibility,
stating that they mean to relate “a broad variety of trends and tendencies across current affairs
and contemporary aesthetics that are otherwise incomprehensible (at least by the postmodern
vernacular), by understanding them in terms of an emergent sensibility we come to call
metamodern.”! However, it is safe to assume that they mean to tacitly locate metamodernism in

the category of a period given that they mention Frederic Jameson referring to a period as “a

% Abramson, “What Is Metamodernism?”
! Vermeulen and van den Akker, “Paper Addressed at.”
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common objective condition to which a whole range of varied responses and creative
innovations is then possible, but always within that situation’s structural limits.” If this definition
is not also the operative definition of episteme, it is not far off. The volume of essays in which
they write the introductory essay, they note, builds from this notion of a common objective
condition of contemporary Western capitalist societies, which “cannot any longer be understood
in terms of the postmodern.”™?

Film critic James MacDowell, borrowing from sociologist Raymond Williams, remarked
that metamodernism might prudently be thought of as an “emerging structure of feeling.”
Williams, MacDowell notes, wrote that historical/cultural moments express themselves in “‘the
most delicate and least tangible parts of our activity,” becoming a matter ‘of feeling much more
than of thought—a pattern of impulses, restraints, tones.”” A suggested benefit, then, of taking
metamodernism as a structure of feeling is in acknowledging the extent to which it will express

an emotional logic as much as a conceptual or cognitive logic, which indeed allows the term to

do more and different kinds of work than it could as a philosophy.**

%2 Van den Akker and Vermeulen, “Periodising the 2000s.”

% MacDowell, “Wes Anderson.”

4 Vermeulen and van den Akker, “What is Metamodernism?” “We understand metamodernism first and
foremost as a structure of feeling, which can be defined, after Raymond Williams, as ‘a particular quality
of social experience...historically distinct from other particular qualities, which gives the sense of a
generation or of a period’.... Metamodernism therefore is both a heuristic label to come to terms with
recent changes in aesthetics and culture and a notion to periodize these changes. So, when we speak of
metamodernism we do not refer to a particular movement, a specific manifesto or a set of theoretical or
stylistic conventions. We do not attempt, in other words, as Charles Jencks would do, to group, categorize
and pigeonhole the creative work of this or that architect or artist....We rather attempt to chart, after
Jameson, the ‘cultural dominant’ of a specific stage in the development of modernity....Our
methodological assumption is that the dominant cultural practices and the dominant aesthetic sensibilities
of a certain period form, as it were, a ‘discourse’ that expresses cultural moods and common ways of
doing, making and thinking. To speak of a structure of feeling (or a cultural dominant) therefore has the
advantage, as Jameson once explained, that one does not ‘obliterate difference and project an idea of the
historical period as massive homogeneity. [It is] a conception which allows for the presence and
coexistence of a range of very different, yet subordinate features’ (5).
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I purposely champion the use of the Foucauldian term episteme in discussions of
metamodernism, feeling that terms such as era, zeitgeist, paradigm, and milieu are too imprecise
or not sufficiently wide to act as umbrella terms. The above each fall short as category containers
in encompassing the nested quality of the structures we are dealing with. My stance would be
that “metamodernism is not a paradigm, but a given paradigm may be metamodern—that is, may
be included under the umbrella of metamodernism.””> And metamodernism similarly is not a
philosophy, though given philosophies may have metamodern dimensions or aspects.

However, there is a place for usage of some of these other terms. Though feeling that if
metamodernism is going to gain more traction, it must be capable of being compared against
postmodernism, modernism and premodernism/tradition, and therefore should be located with
these others in the category of epistemes, I will also refer adjectivally to a metamodern cultural
sensibility when trying to indicate how a cultural product or trend exemplifies a new and
specifically metamodern aesthetic or tone.

I will not attempt to speculate about what agendas other theorists have in choosing, or
avoiding, the above labels for this category to which metamodernism belongs, beyond imagining
that some might consider it efficacious to avoid attaching to an already conceived schema such
as Foucault’s epistemes. This could be for any of the following related reasons. First, its
difficulty: Foucault’s legendarily complex and layered setting of structures is in full force in The
Order of Things, the text in which he unfolds the idea of epistemes. Second, its circumscription:
The schema may be felt to hinge too much on other Foucauldian concept containers there, such
as his archaeology and human sciences. (These are structural terms, not academic disciplines.)

Third, its generality: The concept of epistemes may feel too sweeping and generalized for some

% Dember, personal conversation, October 23, 2017.
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people’s taste.”® Or fourth, its structuralist tinge: There is a certain irony in the modern project of
nailing down a categorical structure to something that is meant to be post- or post-postmodern;
no theorist gets around that completely. That metamodernism does not eschew the use of even
the grandest of meta-narratives, so much as it invites them into dialogue, as I will talk about here,
means that the present project’s utilization of the ambitious and capacious epistemic mapping is
no exception.

Let us back up a few steps to better define episteme—itself a slippery affair that may
have to be approached a bit apophatically. This section will also lay bare a bit more of the
theoretical scaffolding undergirding the use of metamodernism as a methodology. Arthur Miller
wrote that “an era can be considered over when its basic illusions have been exhausted.”’
Substituting “episteme” for “era” in this maxim, we have a place from which to start. As
mentioned, Foucault felt that epistemes were more or less invisible, unconscious forces for the
participants, like water to a fish. Exactly how one knows when those basic illusions have been
exhausted? His epistemic mapping system presumes this general stance:

Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of

constraint. And it induces regular effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth,

its “general politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes

function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and

false statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures

% John Protevi, citing Gary Gutting, comments that The Order of Things is doing “a sort of perverted
Hegelianism” in which Foucault is “taking the Kantian insight into categorical structuring of experience
and investigating historical differences between categorial systems.” Protevi, “Order of Things 1.”

7 Miller, “The Year It Came Apart,” 30.
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accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying

what counts as true.”

Again, while many people are in fact using the concept of the episteme, very few are
referring to it as such, and almost no one bothers to define it. Obeyesekere is an exception,
making use of the concept of epistemes in his The Awakened Ones to refer to epistemic breaks
occurring in “preexisting traditions of thought and consciousness,” which then facilitate “new
ideational sets or epistemes, the success of which depends on a host of historical and sociological
and emotional reasons that cannot be easily separated.””

The “Episteme” Wikipedia page frankly does as serviceable a job at defining episteme as
I have found in outside sources, while also usefully differentiating it from paradigm:

Whereas Kuhn’s paradigm is an all-encompassing collection of beliefs and assumptions

that result in the organization of scientific worldviews and practices, Foucault’s

episteme is not merely confined to science but to a wider range of discourse.... While

Kuhn’s paradigm shifts are a consequence of a series of conscious decisions made by

scientists to pursue a neglected set of questions, Foucault’s epistemes are something like

the “epistemological unconscious” of an era; the configuration of knowledge in a

particular episteme is based on a set of fundamental assumptions that are so basic to that

episteme so as to be invisible to people operating within it.... Foucault attempts to
demonstrate the constitutive limits of discourse, and in particular the rules enabling their

productivity.!

%8 Foucault, “Truth and Power,” 131.

9 Obeyesekere, Awakened Ones, 355-56.

190 Wikipedia, s.v., “Episteme.” (A “semi-retired” and thus unlocatable Wikipedia author expanded the
original entry on “Episteme” to include a comparison to Kuhn on February 8, 2005.)
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Those basic illusions presumably seem to become visible, and are finally exhausted,
when individuals’ meaning needs are no longer met and conceptual innovations bring something
more enticing. If individuals are no longer satisfied with, for example, their onto-epistemological
need for certainty and stability (or for uncertainty and instability—this will get interesting when
we take up the draw to destabilization in the chapter on the metamodern monstrous), that would
begin to tip the scale toward shift in the era. This shift does not, however, necessitate being
firmly grounded in what the shift comprises per se. Put differently, if we don’t know yet what we
are, we may still be able to say what we are not (that is, what we are not buying into, and also,
not buying, anymore). The SBNR reflects just this dynamic.

All that said, it is important to underscore that the metamodern turn presents us with an
unprecedented situation with respect to one important component of the epistemic mapping
equation to which Foucault could not have anticipated fully: self-reflexivity. The ideas of
historical contextualism, of relativism and deconstruction—of understanding what it might mean
that one is situated in an “era,” that one’s actions and thoughts are guided by sets of ontological
and epistemological assumptions—are widespread enough that I think most would agree we now
live in an era of unprecedented self-reflexive awareness. So, metamodernism is unique among
the epistemes in being founded and defined, to an extent, coeval with the awareness of the
phenomenon of epistemic shifting itself. Much more so than with postmodernism, for example,
whose sensibilities crept in after World War II and began to be defined in a robust sense later, in
the 1980s (and modernism was not really defined epistemically until after there was a
postmodernism with which to compare and contrast), it might be said that metamodern

theorization was present for its own birth.
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Some stress that the epistemes are meant to be unconscious principles, not self-reflexive
ones. In that case, postmodernism and metamodernism, characterized in large part by their self-
reflexivity, might be argued to have broken that particular fourth wall for good. This
simultaneity—the awareness of a new epistemic reality occurring more or less right on top of the
shift—might be considered a transformational element in the epistemic structure itself and is one
that beckons for parallels with mystical realization, my topic at hand. Self-reflexivity means
contemporary actors now have a way to experience the awareness of oneself as situated within
an epistemic container.!’! Later chapters will delve into and relate the influence of concepts from
Eastern religious traditions to this.

A final preliminary word on the epistemic structure as I utilize it here is to note that there
will naturally be some overlap between the epistemes. Even while the metamodern turn has to
some extent assimilated into the culture at large, traditional, modern, and postmodern epistemic
realities remain guiding forces for living segments of the population. One light switch turned on

does not necessarily turn others off.

1% Protevi, “Order of Things 1.”
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Chapter 2

Spiritual but Not Religious and Metamodern Millennial Mysticisms

We are now leaving the postmodern era with its essentially dualist notions of textuality,
virtuality, belatedness, endless irony, and metaphysical skepticism and entering an era in which
specifically monist virtues are again coming to the fore. For the most part, this process has been

taking place directly in living culture, around and outside the purview of academic theory.

—Raoul Eshelman

[T]he death of God does not necessitate the death of magic, and if anything,
secularization seems to amplify enchantment.

—Jason A. Josephson-Storm

2.1. Introduction

Among the proliferation of alternative spiritualities seen in the West in recent decades are

the spiritual but not religious (SBNR), the Nones, and the Unaffiliateds. These monikers, with
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their apophatic appellations, signal a new kind of secular spirituality arising in the current period.
One question scholars of mysticism face is how those who identify themselves in this apophatic
and ambiguous manner—that is, emphasizing what they are not equally or more so than what
they are—regard their own relationships to the mystical and just what has informed these
perspectives.

Wouter Hanegraaff ends his 1998 text New Age Religion and Western Culture by giving
the last word to Gershom Scholem. Scholem’s 1976 pronouncement about the importance of
mystery has significance forty years later: “If humanity should ever lose the feeling that there is
mystery—a secret—in the world, then it’s all over with us.”!%2 Both of these scholars express
concern that the espoused trend of secularization and its presumably concomitant emphasis on
individualism might threaten the Western bedrock of shared symbolism; each home in on
mystery as an important aspect of the human quest for meaning. Hanegraaff’s concern contrasts
mystery with epistemological certainty. He writes:

Private symbolism and the dissipation of mystery are indeed connected. The New Age

movement tends to make each private individual into the center of his or her symbolic

world; and it tends to seek salvation in universal explanatory systems which will leave no
single question of human existence unanswered, and will replace mystery by the certainty
of perfect knowledge.!%?

Heelas expresses a separate but related concern, wondering if the commodification of
contemporary spiritualities, starting with the New Age in the early 1970s but culminating when

he was writing in 2007, renders them unable to “make a positive difference to individual, social

192 Scholem, “With Gershom Scholem,” 48; qtd in Hanegraaft, New Age Religion.
'3 Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, 524.
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or cultural life.”!%* As “integral tools of capitalism,” he wonders what kind of response
contemporary spiritualities can make against the materialist, instrumentalist “iron cages” around
the human spirit. “On the one hand, we find a person-centered, expressivistic, humanistic,
universalistic spiritualty,” Heelas writes, “which ... stimulates the flourishing of what it is to be
human.... On the other hand, we find capitalist-driven gratification of desire, the pleasuring of
the self, self-indulgence, if not sheer greed.”!%

Both scholars frame these social concerns as ethical issues, ultimately. I will attempt to
address these issues here. Regarding Heelas, I will challenge either/or presumptions about what
the new spiritualities will do, initially through a widened and then nuanced epistemic view of the
current situation. Regarding Hanegraaff, and Scholem before him, I will show how, from the
perspective of current, popular mysticisms, mystery has reasserted itself—reframed, at least in
part, by the concerns of SBNRs.

This chapter takes the position that the secular spiritualities and mysticisms being
embraced by SBNRs come about precisely via the sharing of subjects’ highly individualized, and
also highly public, symbolic worlds. and that mystical material, found increasingly in secular
popular culture, both reflects and instantiates a means of engaging with mysticisms unique to this
post-postmodern, or metamodern, episteme. In fact, Scholem’s statement in the epigraph above
about the importance of personal access to a sense of mystery may end up reflecting an
underlying tenet of what is being conceptualized here as a metamodern turn. Secular-spiritual

mysticisms’ situatedness in a metamodern context will furthermore be examined as potentially

leading to quite different social outcomes from what is often forecasted by the millennial

1% Heelas, Spiritualities of Life. J. Carette and R. King also make this question the focus of their volume
Selling Spirituality.
195 Heelas, Spiritualities of Life, 7.
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generation’s detractors—those who essentialize the thirty-five-and-younger population as
entitled, lazy, and narcissistic.

Important to my argument is that the specific differences between the New Age and the
SBNR, far from being incidental, in fact contribute to this epistemic shift. Heelas’s model, by
contrast, groups the New Age with other so-called “spiritualities of life” (variously, “inner
spiritualities”) that reflect certain similar tenets of individualization. These include self-
designated beliefs, self-crafted menus of rituals and practices, and an inwardly directed locus of
meaning and interpretation of experience. Spiritualities of life also share what he calls a “culture
of authenticity.” His grouping seems apt and appropriate with respect to these similarities. I, too,
will discuss in a later chapter how a culture of authenticity contributes to the creation of an
internalized spiritual authority, pinpointing the Western encounter with Eastern religious and
spiritual traditions as a contributing factor to that notion of a culture of authenticity becoming a
“socialized sociocultural construct” in the West.!° However, 1 will also discuss how the SBNR
has changed expectations around some of these tenets.

Robert Fuller is another early theorist of the SBNR who groups it with the New Age in
terms of their being part of a broad “tradition” of unchurched religions. Mapping the trajectory of
seeker spirituality in the West from Swedenborgianism and Transcendentalism to the present,
Fuller observed in 2001 that there was “a change in the relative cultural influence” of seeker
spirituality as against formal religious institutions.!” Metamodernism will help illuminate the
nature of that change.

Heelas’s concern that “whatever value or usefulness New Age spiritualities of life might

possess—as a way forward, perhaps as a force for good in the longer-term future—is ravaged,

19 Heelas, Spiritualities of Life, 194.
197 Fuller, Spiritual, but Not Religious, 154.
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dissipated by consumption”!%®

should not be dismissed. My argument, though largely pursuing
another vector, posits the replacement of the New Age by the SBNR as coming about for reasons
that, in fact, speak directly to the younger generation’s creative negotiation of the concrete
realities of the consumer culture in which they were raised. Wondering whether there is to be
found “a counterbalance” to the increasing inculcation of capitalist, consumerist orientation of
contemporary Western life, Heelas is asking if something as amorphous as spirituality can
combat such forces. To that I ask: What if contemporary secular spiritualities were able to
embrace or negotiate these forces, specifically by not oppositionalizing in an either/or manner?
This intriguing, metamodern move may prove to constitute the counterbalance sought or at least
point to its potential. To evaluate this possibility requires more fully differentiating the New Age
from the SBNR than has been done heretofore, and specifically, identifying the significance of
what I am calling their soteriological divergence. That is, I unpack an epistemic
contextualization of the subtle yet significant soteriological shift located with metamodern
millennial SBNRs, first by characterizing the emergence of the SBNR with respect to its position
“between” epistemes: between the New Age and its attraction to the grand theories and
universalisms of modernism, on the one hand, and the postmodern contemporary
constructivist—and deconstructionist—relativistic, cultural soil in which it grew, on the other.

Metamodern theory will also contextualize and update the cumulative effect of twentieth-
century spirituality’s emphasis on individual experience and the influence of Eastern

spiritualities, as alluded to by Freeman. Historiographies of Western metaphysical religions, such

1% Heelas, Spiritualties of Life, 7. To be clear, Heelas will conclude in this volume that the contemporary
“spiritualities of life” are, in the end, not reducible to consumerist trappings. He will opine that their
preoccupation with “inward looking” can make a difference in the emerging “politics of wellbeing” (196)
and call upon them to contribute to the resistance to “erosion of the expressive” (231). The present
chapter tries to expand on these observations by further grounding them epistemically.
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as those by Albanese, Schmidt, Versluis, Hanegraaff, and Owen, tell us that the “experience”
baton was carried from nineteenth-century roots in Transcendentalism, Theosophy, and New
Thought, to the counterculture era and to the New Age.!% There should be little doubt that that
particular baton has now passed to the SBNRs, as evinced by their move toward a further
reclamation of personal and felt experience, as will be covered presently. The current project
means to continue where these existing historiographies leave off, charting a shift in the
relationship between secular culture and the increased acceptability of public sharing of personal
spiritual experience that occurs between the decline of the New Age and the present.

Another capacious aspect of metamodern theory that I will explore here is its enabling of
proper emphasis to be given to specific forms of “participatory” popular culture and media
practices in creating the both/and quality of secular spiritualities. Gary Laderman writes,

popular culture in America rules our spiritual lives and is a more important source of

wisdom, morality, transcendence, and meaning, than the traditional institutions like the
church that used to provide these religious elements. Films, music, the internet,
television, literature—these now are just as important, if not more important, than the
teachings found in sacred texts and theological pronouncements for the younger
generation as well as baby boomers.!!?

If popular culture “rewrites” contemporary religious and spiritual cultures, as Kripal has

written, or “rescripts” them, as Richard Santana and Gregory Erickson have also indicated, it

1991 refer to the historiographies of Albanese, 4 Republic of Mind and Spirit; Schmidt, Restless Souls;
Versluis, American Transcendentalism and Asian Religions; Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western
Culture; and Owen, The Place of Enchantment as among those that have helped form the backdrop of the
present effort with respect to the historical and cultural roots of the contemporary eclectic spiritualities
under consideration here.

"9 Laderman, “The Rise of Religious ‘Nones.””
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seems important to investigate the governing mechanisms for how and why this is so.!'! And
because the influence of pop culture is arguably nowhere in greater evidence than in the current
era, in which Generation Y (more popularly known as millennials) and Generation Z (referred to
by some as the plurals) hold cultural sway, my emphasis here will be on the pop-cultural artifacts
that intersect with the spiritualities of millennials and plurals.

A note regarding my use of the terms “millennial spiritualities” and “millennials’
spiritualities”: The latter refers to the age demographic of the millennial generation (henceforth
grouped with plurals unless otherwise noted), while millennial spiritualities is meant to include
current SBNRs of all ages within the current metamodern epistemic period—that is, roughly
2000 to the present. It is an important distinction meant to emphasize that no episteme—
traditional, modern, postmodern, or metamodern—is to be regarded as wholly determined by a
given generation, even if coeval. That is, in the same way that not all Generation Xers, nor the
cultural artifacts generated by them, are postmodern, similarly, not everything millennials say
and do is metamodern. Concomitantly, not everything that can be taken to be metamodern comes
from a millennial, though millennials as a group most embody the metamodern sensibility,
having come of age together. The category of metamodernism, incidentally, will help paint a
more well-rounded portrait of these younger generations, a means of digging more deeply than

the essentialized and most often disparaging characterizations of them commonly deployed.'!?

"' The Richard W. Santana and Gregory Erickson text I refer to is Religion and Popular Culture:
Rescripting the Sacred (the first and second editions—2008 and 2016). Jeffrey J. Kripal’s Authors of the
Impossible as well as his Mutants and Mystics: Science Fiction, Superhero Comics and the Paranormal,
especially his fifth and sixth mythemes “Realization” and “Authorization” in the latter text, theorize this
rewriting.

!12 Relatedly, Courtney Bender also problematizes the conclusions of studies cited in The New
Metaphysicals, which sees contemporary spiritual seekers as “cultural and theological orphans adrift in
fragmented, post-religious worlds”—portrayals, which, in her view, “miss the mark” (3). See especially
her introductory chapter, “Long Shadows.”
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2.2. Three Traits Marking Metamodern Millennial SBNRs

The following three tendencies, or traits, that characterize metamodern millennial SBNRs
will be covered in the content chapters of this dissertation.

1. Fluid identity narratives and public ontologies: The existence of an SBNR, as we shall see,
“challenges the division created in the modern era between religious and secular realms of
life and enables the formation of new lifestyles, social practices, and cultural artifacts that
cannot be defined as either religious or secular.”!!® The idea here is that the bifurcative stance
of you are or you aren’t (that is, either you are or are not a mystic, a religious person, a
spiritual seeker, an atheist) reflects much less than ever before the felt reality in the
millennial period.!'* To stand with a foot in one affiliation while also partially planted in one
or more others is a more and more common experience. Individuals’ identities are therefore
currently constructed and reconstructed, we might say, more fluidly and also in a more public
manner than heretofore. (Arguably these shifts began in earnest during the earlier,
postmodern epistemic period, but change vectors somewhat in our current iteration of the

Digital Age.)

2. Engagement of mystical and spiritual phenomena in secular settings: For today’s SBNRs, as

Courtney Bender has noted, “numinous, unexpected experiences, mystical experience of

'3 Huss, “Spirituality.”

14T don’t doubt that some SBNRs do and will continue to display the “adamant bifurcation of spirituality
and religion” that Linda Mercadante called “a nearly universal trait among SBNRs” (“The Seeker Next
Door”). But for other SBNRs, perhaps more influenced by the metamodern cultural sensibilities that I will
discuss here, this begins to give way to a more fluid, less bifurcative identity cluster.



69

‘flow’ and daily synchronicities, ... and the like [shape] the worlds in which spiritual
practitioners [live].”!'!* Further, what is considered “spiritual” and even “sacred” has come to
occur as “a robust, dynamic, shape-shifting force that now more than ever is free-floating and
disconnected from conventional anchors.” !¢ T expand these observations about spiritual-
sacred occurrences in everyday secular environments to include TV, film, and other
technologies of mass communication. As these become more a part of the quotidian, their

impact on contemporary culture is more easily overlooked.

3. An expectation of a seat at—and active participation in—"*the pluralistic table”: Lynn

Schofield Clark, writing in 2003, noted, “Since [Generation Y, or the millennial generation,]
is more religiously diverse than any previous generation, the challenge of identifying with a
religious tradition is often perceived as marking out a way to live among relative truths.”!!”
Millennial and younger SBNRs especially are evidenced engaging spirituality with agency
and curiosity and a distinct kind of egalitarianism—toward other beliefs or worldviews.!!8
Individuals may now “inhabit multiple religious cultures at one time, and be in contact and
interact meaningfully with diverse sacred anchors in their lives.”!!?

I will consider how and why these three traits may have emerged by examining the

eclipse of the New Age by the SBNR, and I will ask whether, as this group becomes larger, we

15 Bender, The New Metaphysicals, 2.

116 T .aderman Sacred Matters, xvi.

"7 Clark, From Angels to Aliens, 8.

18 By now, Generation Z is cited widely as the most pluralist generation in the US, in terms of ethnic
diversity, which is why some suggest this generation be known as the Pluralistic Generation or Plurals,
for short. See Loechner, “Plurals”; Baysinger, “Turner Says.”

91 aderman, Sacred Matters, xvii—xviii.
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may begin to see pluralistic views extending to an increased acceptance of and engagement with

mystical or non-ordinary realities.

2.3. The Work of the SBNR Moniker

What initially led me to this inquiry was a desire to understand what specific cultural or
ideological shifts might account for the New Age’s falling out of favor—why the term New Age
is embraced less and less frequently as an identity, surviving mainly as a pejorative after the turn
of the millennium.!?° I have come to feel that the significance of this shift for understanding the
SBNR has gone undernoticed.

While I highlight the differences between the New Age and the SBNR, I do not want to
give the impression that their similarities are not indeed quite marked. As previously mentioned,
Fuller, one of the first to historically locate and offer an initial characterization of the SBNR,
shows in his 2001 work Spiritual but Not Religious that the SBNR shares much with the New
Age. Fuller’s intention in focusing on their commonalities was to make the case that “seeker

spirituality is hardly new”!?!

and to highlight a trajectory of diverse spiritual interests that
“created an enduring tradition in unchurched American spirituality.”!?? In considering this

common metaphysical heritage, taken to extend to the human potential movement, the

counterculture of the 1960s, and the “Me decade” of the 1970s that ushered in the New Age

120 At the Being Spiritual But Not Religious conference at Rice University in March 2016, Elaine Eklund
cited a respondent in her study who referred to not wanting to sound like a “flipping New Ager.” The
mass chuckle from the audience showed that it was well understood what was meant by this remark.

121 Euller, Spiritual, but Not Religious, 154.

122 Euller, Spiritual, but Not Religious, 11.
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movement, one can imagine the apple might not have fallen all that far from the tree.!?* Heelas
made the point in his earliest volume on the New Age movement (1996), that affiliants’ beliefs
and activities are located along a spectrum from world-rejecting to world-affirming, with perhaps
the majority falling in a central ethos that he called simply “the best of both worlds.”!?*

The point to be taken here is that, as with any spiritual path, there will be purists and
casual users, as well as many points in between. Although we may not yet have mapped them
fully enough to know what a “purist” version will look like, SBNR adherents are likely to be no
exception in terms of falling across such a spectrum. Naturally, none of these portrayals should
be thought of as static. The New Age of the 1990s, it would stand to reason, more closely
resembled the SBNR of the 2000s, perhaps more than it did the New Age of the 1970s. One
might then be tempted to simply regard the phenomenon of the SBNR as merely a name change
away from the waning popularity of New Age. And that it may be; but there are reasons to
believe more is afoot.

In terms of their study, an important similarity relates to the fact that both the New Age
and the SBNR are collections of subaffiliations and even “modes of affiliation.” Thus they raise
similar “practical, on-the-ground research challenges” of a kind not encountered by those
studying a more homogeneous religious organization,'?> as Heelas points out. “Theorizing is
required which can handle the cultural diffusion of New Age values, assumptions and activities
and the ways in which they are incorporated into individual and community life.”!?® This is

precisely what I suggest the theoretical frame of metamodernism may provide.

'3 For a concise outline of this historical “tradition” leading to the SBNR, see especially Fuller’s first
chapter, “The Emergence of Unchurched Traditions,” in Spiritual, but Not Religious.

124 Heelas, The New Age Movement, 30.

125 Heelas, The New Age Movement, 9.

126 Heelas, The New Age Movement, 9.
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In 1998, Hanegraaff wrote that he doubted if the term New Age would survive the

127 given that it had “acquired negative connotations, and many people no

twentieth century
longer want to be associated with it.”!?® At the time it had only recently become rare to hear the
term New Age used without a tone of derisive irony. His remark turns out to have been
prescient—in part. As noted by Sean McCloud in 2013, we actually have no idea how many
individuals identifying as New Agers might be out there at this point simply because one cannot
use that phrase on a questionnaire anymore. So few would be willing to check that box.!?° Fuller
also noted as early as 2001 that “very few people ever use the term [New Age] when describing
their own religious beliefs. He was pointing to the fact that there is no organized New Age
movement per se.!3° Of course, these observations bring forth issues regarding the interpretation
of survey data on religious affiliations and the efficacy of such check-box questionnaires to
produce meaningful data. What use an individual makes of the affiliation s/he has checked
becomes a highly complex question. For one thing, we cannot safely infer what affiliating means
to people, whether it indicates an adherence to a worldview, belief, or creed, or if they are
checking an affiliation box (or avoiding checking one) for other reasons. What meanings may be

made by checking the box next to SBNR or None or other ambiguous labels can be very different

for various populations and even for different generations of immigrant groups.!3!

127 Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, 17.

128 Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, 17n49.

129 McCloud, “Discussing the ‘Nones.””

130 Fuller, Spiritual, but Not Religious, 99.

131 Brett Esaki has suggested that for some generations of Asian immigrants, the idea of choosing an
affiliation category may give rise to a complicated cost-benefit analysis. Recent migration often means a
displacement of identity matrices, including religious identities. For some, identification with their home
tradition may feel like locating oneself as part of an oppressed group. Some may have “private pride but
public shame,” for example, about the ritualistic aspects of the home tradition as perceived within secular
society. Also some may feel that they have provisional acceptance into American culture and therefore do
not want to disrupt that acceptance by making a statement about traditional roots. To affiliate as
noncommittally as possible, then, may be perceived as the best way of avoiding problems. Esaki was
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Furthermore, as Gordon Lynch writes, citing Linda Woodhead, “In a contemporary
context in which people’s attitudes towards traditions of all kinds are changing and evolving, it
makes less sense to restrict our analyses to specific, boundaried traditions.”!3? For one thing,
being allowed to check more than one box would seem important in the pluralistic, contemporary
West. It seems safe to speculate that, overall, checking the boxes other or none of the above
becomes more normative as people are more comfortable sampling from different traditions and
with understanding ambiguity as a valid and even salient identity marker (& la SBNR), as I
discuss here. Also, for the new spiritualties that Lynch studies, he remarks, citing Woodhead
again, “Rather than functioning as a ‘statement of faith’ to which all religious progressives are
expected to sign up, the emerging ideology of progressive spirituality is more of a potential basis

for mutual identification, communication and collaboration.”'33

2.3.1. Spiritual but Not New-Agey?

While the term New Age is embraced less and less frequently as an identity after the turn
of the millennium, it does continue today to do some important signifying work as a pejorative. A
telling case of the derisive use of the signifier New Age now being employed directly toward
defining another spiritual identity can be found on the web magazine Elephant Journal.'>* This
magazine seems to be oriented toward a millennial SBNR demographic.!® It describes its

demographic as those interested in “the mindful life”—people who care about

specifically addressing the choice to affiliate as a “None” with these comments. However, we can infer
that at least some of these issues will apply to the SBNR affiliation as well. See “Sociological Factors.”
132 Lynch, The New Spirituality, 6.

133 Lynch, The New Spirituality, 42.

134 Thanks go to Terry Stella for pointing me to this resource.

135 Although Elephant Journal doesn’t mention either of these groups on its “About” page, a look at the
photos of the staff and contributing authors shows a largely millennial-aged and Caucasian group of
individuals. This begs the questions of whether SBNR is a “white” phenomenon and whether the upward
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living a good, fun life that’s good for others, and our planet. The mindful life is about

yoga, organics, sustainability, conscious consumerism, enlightened education, the

contemplative arts, adventure, bicycling, family ... everything. But mostly it’s about this

present moment, right here, right now, and how we can best be of benefit, and have a

good time doing so.!3°

On Elephant Journal’s home page, alongside topic tabs such as Wellness, Green, and
Enlightened Society, one finds Non-New-Agey Spirituality. Articles under the latter tab include
some that frankly epitomize the stereotypes of the New Age (“Discovering Your Soul Purpose:
Change Your Mindset & Your Life”; “The Simple Two-Step Process That Will Free Your Inner
Child”; “When We Connect with Nature, We Recharge Our Senses”; “How a Mind-Body
Intervention Can Improve Your Health™), as well as some that seem to aim at differentiating from
an older version of eclectic spirituality and carving out a newer, more capacious, cheekier, and
demonstratively more self-aware sort. Article titles, such as “5 Differences Between a Spiritual
Truth & an Urban Outfitters Window Slogan”; “Why My Yoga Practice Sometimes Includes
Tequila”; “How to Be a F*cking Goddess”; “Why I Stopped Trying to Be Happy”; “Why I Crave
a Life of Disorder”; and “Spiritual Snobbery: The Dark Side of Light Workers” acknowledge that
an authentic contemporary spiritual life will necessarily be a mash-up of sometimes
contradictory aspects along with secular concerns.

One author, David Zenon Starlyte, who appears to write as often under this overtly New

Agey sounding name or under the name Zenon, as he does under the name David G. Arenson,

exemplifies a meeting of the New Age and SBNR ideologies. His article “Darkness Can’t Exist

mobility presumed both from these photos and from the “leisure activities” promoted require analysis as
such. Until the data is in place to confirm or deny these suppositions, I limit my commentary to that
which I have observed anecdotally.

136 Elephant Journal, “About Elephant Journal.”
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in the Light” opens with the lament that “our society has evolved to view polarity as intrinsic to
creation, and from this perspective, construct a reality. An inseparable duality runs through the
matrix of our thinking ... encouraged by institutions.... Perhaps our traditions have misled us or
simply polarised our view into black and white thinking?”’137

It is traditions like Christianity, Tantra, and Daoism, with their “dualistic paradigms,” he
writes, that have manipulated our thinking. “Complexity and multiplicity, which is [sic] the
nature of existence, has [sic] been maligned and even suppressed” by these “old perspectives.”
To overcome such dualities, he advocates following the more contemporary wisdom of quantum
physics, citing ideas familiar from 1970s New Age stalwarts, such as The Tao of Physics'*® and
The Dancing Wu Li Masters.'> But Starlyte also argues for the place of the full spectrum of
human experience, including “the dark,” a metaphor he employs in two ways: one, a thing’s
“darkness,” which he connotes as a negative thing, can be removed by shining one’s awareness
on it, putting it in the “light,” which is connoted as positive; and two, to say that the dark is not
meant to be dismissed as “bad”: “When we fear the dark, we give it power over us. We tend to
view darkness as bad and light as good, and place them on opposite ends of the spectrum.”!40 T
speculate that the pushback against a duality that would banish “the dark” and overemphasize
“the light” satisfies those for whom it is important not to sound too New Agey. Utilizing a
transcendence-model soteriology, which I associate with New Age beliefs and will be defined
presently, Starlyte places the onus on an individualistic “higher self” to sort all of this out. This

higher self is the same concept that we find is staple to the New Age. And similarly, in positing

the higher self as the rightful arbiter of wisdom, the authority of institutional religion is tacitly

17 Starlyte, “Darkness.”

138 Capra, The Tao of Physics.

139 Zukav, The Dancing Wu Li Masters.
10 Starlyte, “Darkness.”
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denied. His final point is also familiar: the pronouncement of universal Oneness. “Since all is
God—all is alive with awareness and sentience. We are infinite creators living in a world of
infinite creations.”!#!

In sum, by angling against either/or binary conceptualizations about reality, arguing for a
both/and multiplicity, but ending with the monist position that all is God, the author straddles
ideologies that permeate both the New Age and the SBNR. This argument runs a circuit familiar
to anyone acquainted with New Age tenets: railing against the hegemonies of organized religions
by proposing a universalist philosophy that is inclusive of scientific perspectives and friendly to
postmodern relativism, and still arrives at the monist position that all is God. Floating seamlessly
from one’s truth to One Truth is, again, not a great departure from beliefs associated with the
New Age. But the tone of this and other Elephant Journal articles mentioned above reflects
something a bit different. Epistemically, this presents a kind of clash between traditional (or
premodern), modern, and postmodern epistemes. The simultaneous borrowing from and critique
of religious ideas reflect both a suspicious stance toward them and a disinclination to discard
them, as well as a tacit suggestion that anyone can offer their take on the mindful life; that the

project of engaging with and rewriting the ancient wisdoms to incorporate contemporary values

is ongoing and open to all comers.'*? Moreover, it asserts a sense of agency to actively rework

14! Starlyte, “Darkness.”

142 Certainly mindfulness as detraditionalized has led to its commodification as the phrase McMindfulness
identifies. One can buy Mindful Mints and mindful mayonnaise. See Wilson, Mindful America, and
Gelles, “The Hidden Price of Mindfulness Inc.” As I prepare this document, one writer has decided to
coin “metamodern mindfulness”: Gregory Leffel, “Will Cuba Become a Test Case?” What the author gets
right is that “the way the world feels” to individuals has become more important. Much of the rest of the
article is a grafting onto Vermeulen and van den Akker’s work his own ideas of social mission and is
largely a misappropriation. Mindfulness also is taken out of any context whatsoever here, referenced
neither as stemming from religious traditions nor as a practice of any sort: “Metamodern mindfulness
offers a new way of thinking about the ideological conflicts of the past—a new frame through which to
assess class conflict, egalitarianism, liberal freedoms and religious values—and the possibility of new
syntheses within and between these things.” Though an irritatingly erroneous neologism, I include it here
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them to incorporate more contemporary values. Examples of said values here are pluralism and
inclusivity.'*? This sense of the personal authority, even responsibility, to take their seat at the
table, along with the even more unapologetic oscillation between spiritual and secular positions,
is part of the SBNR’s update that I deal with here.

Lynch’s model of progressive spirituality may be useful toward considering an
ambiguous attraction to and repulsion from religious traditions. In Lynch’s model, the term
progressive indicates “a commitment to understanding and practising religion in the light of
modern knowledge and cultural norms.”!** In this model, an “emphasis on the ineffability of
[the] divine presence leads advocates to regard all constructive religious traditions as containing
insights that can be valuable for encountering the divine,” while also being “highly critical of
aspects of these traditions which are patriarchal and offer a ‘top-down’ notion of a God, separate
from the cosmos”—meaning those that seek an authoritarian, or even an authoritative, way of
ordering human life. A religious tradition can be valued “insofar as it reflects some of the core
assumptions of progressive spirituality—and other meaning-systems, such as rational secularism,
or even Eastern and New Age spiritualities that are also subject to critique where they differ from
these core assumptions.”!4

Here Lynch evokes an epistemic sort of mapping (but note that he is almost certainly
using modern in this instance to mean contemporary) with metamodern spiritualities as I posit
them here. His progressives are not homogeneous in their liberal and left leanings, although he

asserts that there exists a “fundamental sympathy to notions of democratic society, gender

to show an example of how these two terms, metamodernism and mindfulness, are watered down and
adapted for a variety of uses.

3 Lynch, The New Spirituality, 11.

144 Lynch, The New Spirituality, 19.

145 Lynch, The New Spirituality, 11.
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equality and a welcoming of diversity.”!*® Lynch will call this broad context of left-leaning forms
of religion the progressive milieu:

This milieu stretches across and beyond individual religious traditions, and so within it

we find progressive Jews, Christians and Muslims, various forms of feminist or holistic

spirituality, Pagans, Wiccans, and Quakers, as well as “Engaged” Buddhists and

Hindus.... This spirituality is not simply a diffuse sentiment of tolerance and openness

amongst religious liberals but arises out of particular concerns and is organized around a

common set of clearly identifiable values and beliefs. Progressive spirituality is a

particular way of understanding the world shared by individuals and groups across and

beyond a range of religious traditions, who seek to understand their particular tradition

and commitments through the lens of ... [some] basic assumptions. It can be seen as a

step beyond multi-faith tolerance and collaboration, towards the definition of a spiritual

ideology that could unite people across and beyond religious traditions.!'4’

Such a progressive ideology shows signs of bridging across the secular-religious divide
as well, especially if understood as part of a metamodern epistemic shift. Stating that this
ideology “offers the potential for a shift to a sense of mutual identity based on common social
and political concerns,” one that is possibly an even stronger type of identity than that of the
primary tradition with which one most affiliates (remembering that in many cases there may be a
set of several affiliations), Lynch’s broader postulation, evoking Kuhn, is of a paradigm shift:
“[T]he data of contemporary life no longer fits the paradigm of traditional religion, and this

creates pressure for a new spiritual paradigm to be developed which takes better account of

146 Lynch, The New Spirituality 19.
7 Lynch